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Philosophers and theologians have two distinctly different approaches to dealing with moral issues. The first goes back to Aquinas and behind that to Aristotle. The focus in this approach is on what is good. The central feature in it is natural law, which is seen as being more basic than, and prior to, any human laws. In this approach, as developed in Catholic social teaching, the concepts of the common good, solidarity with others, and concern for the poor are important. The other approach focuses on human rights. It goes back to the time of the Enlightenment and the French and American Revolutions. 
DEVELOPMENT OF CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING (CST)

Catholic Social Teaching as it developed over the past 120 years since the time of Pope Leo XIII is based on the notion of what is good and it was worked out in the context of the natural law tradition. There was a stress on the right to own private property and occasional mention of other the rights such as the right of workers to a family wage. But up to the 1960s, Church leaders were quite hostile to an approach which gave a central place to human rights. They saw this approach as coming from a liberal anti-Catholic background. In fact I recall that a pope of about a hundred years ago said, ‘we have heard enough about the rights of man, but what about the rights of God!’ 


This hostility to a human rights approach changed quite radically in 1963 with Pope John XXIII’s encyclical ‘Pacem in Terris’. In this encyclical the pope gave a central role to human rights. This was and expanded by Vatican II which set out to provide a Scriptural basis for human rights. It was carried forward by Paul VI, and very strongly by John Paul II, who, for instance, defended the rights of oppressed industrial workers in São Paul, Brazil, and the economic and cultural rights of indigenous peoples in various countries.
 But these Catholic leaders always linked people’s fundamental rights with the common good; in doing so they were working towards a rapprochement between the natural law tradition and the human rights approach.

I note some major developments in the Catholic approach to human rights. The first is the strong emphasis in CST on participation. Already in 1931 Pope Pius XI in his encyclical Quadragesimo Anno proposed that workers should have a share in the management of the companies in which they work. Later Church teaching extends this to include the right to participate in all decisions which affect us. The right to participate is crucially important because, once people have that right, they are then in a position to demand that their other rights be respected.
 

The second key development is the really important contribution made by Vatican II when in 1965 it approved the ‘Declaration on Religious Freedom’ (Dignitatis Humanae). In this declaration the highest authority in the Church was abandoning the previous teaching that ‘error has no rights’ and replacing it with an acceptance of freedom of conscience and freedom of religion. This was a radical change in Catholic social teaching.
The third major contribution to Catholic teaching on human rights came in the document ‘Justice in the World’ (JW) issued by the 1971 Synod of Bishops in Rome. The Synod took the radical step of beginning to apply the human rights approach to the internal structures and practices of the Church itself. It recognized ‘everyone’s right to suitable freedom of expression and thought,’ including ‘the right to be heard in a spirit of dialogue which preserves a legitimate diversity within the Church’ (JW 44). It went on to insist that: ‘The form of judicial procedure should give the accused the right to know his accusers and also the right to a proper defense’—and it also laid down that the procedures should be speedy (JW 45). In all this the document was issuing a strong challenge to the procedures which the Vatican continues up to the present. 

A fourth breakthrough came when the Synod document said: ‘We ... urge that women should have their proper share of responsibility and participation in the community life of society and likewise of the Church.’ (JW 42) Then it went on to say: ‘We propose that this matter be subjected to a serious study employing adequate means: for instance, a mixed commission of men and women, religious and lay people, of differing situations and competence’ (JW 43). So it acknowledged of the failure by Church authorities in the past to take adequate account of the rights of women. Unfortunately, the commission which Pope Paul set up did not give women with relevant expertise adequate voice. I cannot find any reference at all to the Synod on the Vatican website. I wonder whether there has been a deliberate policy in the Vatican of ignoring the conclusions of this Synod, and of playing down its importance, and more or less writing the Synod out of the Church’s memory and official history.

The fifth major contribution to Catholic teaching on human rights also came in the 1971 Synod of Bishops. The Synod document pointed out very clearly and strongly that the resources of the Earth are too limited to allow all countries in the world to have the kind of ‘development’ which has enriched ‘developed countries’ (JW 10 and 11). This is a condemnation of the rich countries for taking an undue share in the available resources. It amounts to both a strong defence of the right of poorer countries to a fair share of the limited resources of nature and a protest against environmental exploitation in general.

A sixth important development came with the Latin American Bishops’ Conferences at Medellín in 1968, at Puebla in 1979 and more recently at Aparecida in 2007. This put Preferential Option for the Poor, as a key idea, one taken up gradually by the popes. It means that we in the Church are committed to the poor not simply in terms of living simply but, perhaps more importantly, of helping to empower them to work and struggle for their own rights. Closely linked to this is the whole theology and spirituality of liberation. Liberation and option for the poor have a very solid basis in both the Old Testament (Moses and the prophets) and in the life of Jesus (see José Pagola, Jesus a Historical Approximation).
The seventh development which I mention here came with the new emphasis on speaking out against trafficking of persons. In 2002 Pope John Paul said: “Trade in human persons a shocking offence … & a grave violation of fundamental human rights … an affront to fundamental values”. Pope Francis, at Easter 2013 said: “human trafficking is the most extensive form of slavery in this twenty-first century!” In May 2013: Pope Francis said: “I reaffirm here that the ‘trade in people’ is a vile activity, a disgrace to our societies that claim to be civilized!”

THE HUMAN RIGHTS APPROACH


The approach focused on human rights has been developed enormously since the end of the World War II, starting with the adoption by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948 of ‘The Universal Declaration of Human Rights.’ This declaration included a range of major civil and political rights, such as the right to life, liberty, security, and freedom of conscience and religion. It also included various economic, social, and cultural rights, such as the right to work, the right to equal pay for equal work, the right to join a trade union, and the right to security in case of unemployment, disability or old age. Eighteen years later in 1966 there was agreement on two Covenants which would bring into law the two aspects of the Universal Declaration. A further ten years passed before a sufficient number of States had ratified The ‘International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights’ to bring it into force. The ‘International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ was eventually signed by 155 States; but it is a much weaker agreement which only commits the States to ‘take steps’ towards realizing these rights. 


Since that time a whole range of other rights have been agreed internationally, including the ‘Convention Against Torture,’ the ‘Convention on the Rights of the Child,’ and the ’Convention against Transnational Organized Crime’ which, among other things, protects the rights of people who have been trafficked for sexual exploitation.

DIFFICULTIES WITH BOTH APPROACHES

A weakness of the human rights approach as commonly understood in the Western world is the tendency to put the main emphasis on the rights of individuals. It is not easy for people to see that individual rights have to be balanced against the common good of whole communities. Indeed some of the prominence given to personal rights can at times reinforce the individualism which is a feature of the Western world: people may be so focused on their own rights that they are insensitive to the rights of others. Furthermore, those who rely mainly on an approach to morality based on human rights may not agree on the basis for rights, or on which rights are genuine, or on how to resolve a situation where one person’s rights cannot be reconciled with the rights of another person. 

The Catholic tradition at its best provides a corrective for these difficulties. It locates individual human rights within a wider context where the key word is solidarity. We do not exist in isolation but are part of a family, a local community, the wider human community, and the community of nature, including the animals, the forests, and the ecology of the cosmos as a whole. So the rights question must not be seen just individualistically. Our rights have to be linked to concern for the common good, and therefore to our responsibilities or duties to other people, and to our care for the Earth which sustains and nourishes our bodies and our spirits.

Particularly since the emergence of liberation theology in the late 1960s and early 1970s Catholics have come to a clearer awareness that it is not enough to think of our responsibilities in purely interpersonal terms. The issues of poverty, marginalization, and ecological damage at both local and global levels, have come to be seen in terms of the structures which cause so much injustice. So we must address issues of rights and responsibilities in the context of the economic, political, and cultural structures of society and of the Church.


Having said that the natural law approach can provide a corrective for inadequacies in the human rights approach, I must immediately add that the natural law approach also needs to be broadened and corrected. It has been said that documents like Humanae Vitae speak as though our sexual organs come with a built-in set of easily readable and unchanging rules. We see now that it is not enough to look at these organs in isolation. We must take account of the nature of the persons who have the sexual organs. Then we must go on to take account of the human community within which these persons live, and go further to situate all this within a wide ecological and evolutionary context. Natural law must be seen in a holistic way. It is not just the ‘book of rules’ of particular categories of creatures but the pattern of the system as a whole.

In his encyclical Caritas in Veritate (§ 48) Pope Benedict uses a helpful phrase: the ‘grammar’ of nature. If we wish to understand this ‘grammar’ properly we must have an awareness of the multifaceted inter-relationships of the different parts of nature. This in turn means that the older static conception of natural law must yield to one which takes very seriously the process of evolution which determines how the natural world changes and develops.


If the human rights approach and the natural law approach are each broadened and enriched then the two approaches can come together very fruitfully. The emphasis on human rights will have an immediate widespread appeal to people who are outraged by gross abuses and injustices, or discrimination on the basis of race, gender, sexual orientation, age, or special needs. The natural law and common good tradition can provide the context within which the clash of individual or group rights can be negotiated and, hopefully, resolved. Furthermore, I think that if we take seriously the whole notion of respect not only for people but also for animals and for nature, there is no need to get into the tricky issue of whether animals have rights. It seems to me that it makes more sense to speak of our responsibility to respect animals as elements in the whole community of nature in which we and they are called to live together in harmonious partnership.

Our understanding of human rights needs to be broadened to take in the ecological dimension. When we campaign in favour of respect for the environment we are standing up for the rights of marginalized people—the island people of the Pacific, and the indigenous people of the great forests of Brazil, Indonesia, Africa and elsewhere. These are people whose rights have been ignored or sacrificed to the greed of the rich and the powerful—as well as to the insensitivity of those of us who live in the so-called developed world. 


If we situate our commitment to human rights in this ecological context then we will find that not only are we defending the rights of the poorest, but we can also be spiritually nourished by a sense of awe before the wonder and mystery of creation and of evolution, enriched by a vivid insight into what is called ‘The New Story,’ and inspired by the Holy Spirit to cry out with Jesus in gratitude and praise to the Creator.
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