
According to Catholic social theory, human rights 
must be factored into all foreign policy equations 
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Tfie ptiilosop fiicul discussions aboui [fie naiure and origins 
of human rigfits are learned, complex and fascinating; it can 
ccrrainly be aapued that before a statesman decides to make 
a nationul goal of their promoiion he should have a firm 
moral theory about their essence and their foundations. But 
much of the literature has a tendency io overcomplicate 
what is already a ~~rtnidably d#2ult subject. 

S tar i lcy  ff(Nfniarii1, Dutics Beyond Borders 

I leeding this cautionary note from a perceptive 
theorist who has explorcd the philosophical dimen- 
sions of rights policy, my limited purpose here is to 
examine three concepts from Roman Catholic theory 
that structure the Church's participation in the human 
rights dcbate. These concepts are: (1) the foundation 
of human rights; (2) the range of human righis claims; 
and (3) the conception of the state in international re- 
lations today. The argument is drawn from two con- 
temporary Catholic statements, Pope John XXIII's 
Peace on Earth (1963) and Pope John Paul 11's U.N. 
address of 1979. 

The foundation of human rights in the Catholic tra- 
dition is the dignity of the human person. John XXIll  
opencd the first chapter of Pacem in Terris with a state- 
ment summarizing the traditional case: 

Any human society, if i t  is to be well-ordered and pro- 
ductive, must lay down as a foundation this principle: 
that cvcry human being is a person; his nature is en- 
dowcd with intclligcnce and frcc will. By virtue of this, 
hc has rights and duties of his own, flowing directly and 
simultancously from his vcry nature, which are 
lhcrcfore universal. inviolablc and inalienable. 

This argument that human dignity is the basis of 
human rights is rooted in the teaching of Pius XII, was 
reaffirmed in Vatican 11's Declaration on Religious 
Liberty, and has been stated with new power and 
originality by John Paul 11. The argument that the per- 
son has transcendent worth or dignity has its source in 
the origin and destiny of each person and in the way 
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the person reflects the presence of God in history. The 
argument is cast in both philosophical and theological 
terms; the full appeal is to the resources of both dis- 
ciplines, although the Catholic conviction has been 
that an argument from reason, useful in a pluralistic 
context, can sustain the claim of a unique dignity for 
the person. 

The political significance of this argument is that i t  
protects the person from absorption by any human in- 
stitution or subordination to any ideology. Since the 
person has a transcendent destiny-that is, beyond 
history but achieved through history-no political or 
economic system can subordinate the person totally to 
its ends. It is this conviction that was cited by Carl 
Friederich years ago as the reason the Church would 
always have to oppose the totalitarian tendencies of a 
state. 

The logic of the Catholic case moves from dignity 
to rights, from an affirmation of transcendent worth 
to an argument about the kinds of rights needed to 
protect human dignity. Both Peace on Earth and John 
Paul's U.N. address elaborated a spectrum of human 
rights understood to flow directly from the dignity of 
the person. The enumeration cuts across the conven- 
tional political categories of political-civil vs. socio- 
economic rights. The  papal position argues that both 
are necessary for human development, and society 
has a responsibility to create the conditions under 
which both kinds of rights can be protected and pur- 
sued. This complementary conception of rights is, of 
course, reflected in the U.N. Declaration of Human 
Rights and its supporting convenants. 

There is contained in Catholic social thought an ex- 
tensive discussion about the distinct roles of diverse 
institutions in realizing these rights for the person in a 
social system. The  argument entails a doctrine of the 
limits and functions of the state, the role of intermedi- 
ary institutions, and the relationship of Pius XI'S prin- 
ciple of subsidiarity to John XXIII's discussion of the 
process of socialization. What one can conclude about 
the role of human rights in foreign policy from this 
social theory is that rights are to be conceived broadly 
and that a nation should assess its performance and 
that of other states in light of how political-civil rights 



are protected and how socioeconomic rights are pro- 
moted. 

The third contribution of Catholic social theory to 
the human rights debate is its conception of sov- 
ereignty. A continuing theme in the foreign policy 
process is that thc recognition of statc sovereignty, the 
principle on which the international system has oper- 
ated since the Peace of Westphalia, restricts the role of 
human rights in foreign affairs. Catholic theory begins 
its assessment of international politics with a concep- 
tion of the human community, divided into states by 
historical accident and/or human decision, but bound 
together by rights and dutics that apply to both in- 
dividuals and states. 

This view does not deny, in theory or practice, the 
significance of the sovereign state in the existing inter- 
national system, but i t  continually stresses that na- 
tional sovereignty is not a moral absolute. In Pope 
John’s words: “The same moral law which governs re- 
lations between individual human beings serves also 
to regulate the relations of political communities with 
one another.” This view attributes a relative moral 
value to state sovcreignty; it fulfills specific, limited, 
justifiable purposes but does not place the state above 
or apart from the moral law. 

Peace on Earth situates the state within a frame- 
work of moral and legal restraint. I t  rcjects the idea of 
the state immune from criticism by its own citizens or 
by other states, groups, and individuals in the interna- 
tional community. State boundaries do not negate 
moral responsibility. Violations of basic human rights 
within sovercign states are an international and not a 
purely internal issue. That is why a foreign policy 
should havc a human rights component. 

POLICY ANALYSIS 
Catholic social theory affirms the need for the inclu- 
sion of human rights in foreign policy. But the move 
from philosophical assertion to policy prescription is a 
complex journey, an exercise in ethical calculus. The 
two principles that guide the journey are that human 
rights arc a lcgitimatc and necessary element in a 
balanced conception of national interest, and that 
human rights concerns must be woven through the 
broader foreign policy equation. Both principles re- 
quire elaboration. 

There are three distinct arguments to be made in 
support s f  the assertion that human rights are a legiti- 
mate and necessary dimension of U.S. foreign policy. 
The legal argument is that the United States is party to 
international instruments such as the U.N. Charter 
and the accompanying U.N. Declaration of Human 
Rights, which at least imply an obligation to assume 
responsibility for human rights in the international 
system. The historical argument is that the very sense 
we have of ourselves as a nation is embedded in a 
philosophy of rights and thus should find expression 
in the way we project,American influence in the 
world. Both of these cases admit of detailed exposi- 
tion, which has been made in other places. Instead of 
rehearsing these arguments, let me emphasize a third 
case, drawn from the nature of foreign policy today. 

Briefly, the human rights question should be seen 

today as one of the transnational problems in the in- 
ternational system. These questions, ranging from 
monetary issues to environmental controls to food 
and population, exhibit similar formal characteristics. 
They are macro-questions that cut across national 
boundaries, affecting large segments of the global 
population and reaching beyond the capacity of any 
single state to resolve. Yet they are of such a nature 
that they cannot be left unresolved. Although the 
human rights question does not have the samc kind of 
impact on the daily character of foreign policy as  do 
monetary questions, it increasingly is perceived as a 
central rather than an optional policy problcm. Prc- 
cisely because there exists no adequate international 
instrumentality to address the transnational issue of 
human rights, the burden of protecting and promoting 
basic rights falls upon the states, which remain the 
unique actors in international politics. The con- 
vergence of legal, historical, and analytical arguments 
establishes the presumption that human rights is an 
abiding element of policy today, and this policy 
presumption complements the moral argument as 
stated above. 

The presumption must be implemcnted by a 
human rights policy. The essence of policy involves 
blending a mix of factors into a coherent and consis- 
tent pattern of action. This raises the second assertion 
of how human rights conccrns are to be factored into 
the policy equation. I t  is presumed here that human 
rights and foreign policy cannot be equated; the con- 
cerns of foreign policy are broader than human 
rights. At the same time, i t  is clear that iin effective 
concern for human rights requires that i t  be included 
in principle at the very initiation of policy. If  human 
rights objcctivcs are treated as an addcndum or foot- 
note to larger political, strategic, or economic con- 
siderations of national interest, then thc human rights 
factor never will influence policy substantively. Thc 
policy product reflects thc wcight given to each factor 
at the very initiation of the policy proccss. The sig- 
nificant shift in human rights policy that occurred 
with the Carter administration WilS an acceptance in 
principle to install human rights as a constant element 
in the policy equation. This step makes i t  possible to 
carry on the politico-moral process of systcmatically 
balancing the human rights concern against other ob- 
jectivcs of policy. Before commcnting on how this 
weighing of human rights should occur, i t  is necessary 
to address the criticism that giving such a priority to 
human rights will lead to moralism or messianism, to 
a policy that inevitably will be morally pretentious or 
politically interventionist. 

Two procedural guidelines can be proposcd to 
guard against these real pitfalls. First is thc perspcc- 
tive that should govern the role of human rights in 
foreign policy. The primary function of human rights 
criteria should not be to tell others what to do but to 
indicate to others what kinds of policies the United 
States will neither aid nor abet. Human rights stan- 
dards should act as a restraint on U.S. policy, limiting 
active cooperation with regimes that systematically 
violate basic human rights. 

Second, the protection against moralism resides in 
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