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Out of the vast recent literature on human rights, the focus 
here is on theories of human rights (as distinguished from 
specific policies and practices); among theories, on theolog
ical, as distinguished from philosophical, approaches; and 
within theological approaches, on Catholic and Protestant 
ones in particular. I shall discuss how some of the leading 
Catholic and Protestant theorists have dealt with major the
oretical issues in the recent theological l i terature. Cun
ningham, Miller, and Will write that "The theological work 
of the Lutheran, Reformed, and Roman Catholic Churches 
reveals an emerging similarity and even coherence which 
suggests the possibility of developing an ecumenical theol
ogy of human rights" (1984, 225). I shall maintain that this 
judgment remains valid even when a somewhat wider range 
of Protestants is included, though with some qualifications 
to be mentioned. 

A human right is an especially important and unaltera
ble kind of moral right belonging to all persons by virtue of 
what is most basically involved in being human. (For philo
sophical analyses of the concept of a human right, see es
pecially Cranston, 1973, 1-24; Feinberg, 1973, 84-88; and 
Gewirth, 1982, 1-19.) A human right is, first, a moral right 
(something to which one is morally entitled), whether or not 
it is also a legal right (recognized or protected by law). Sec
ond, the term ordinarily refers to rights of fundamental im
portance in human life, matters essential to one's being 
treated as a human being, rather than peripheral or second
ary kinds of rights or other moral claims. Third, a human 
right is a kind of right belonging to all human beings as such, 
not to some only. Finally, as moral reflections of what it is to 
be treated as a human being, human rights are, at least at 
one level, unchangeable, even though people's perceptions 
of human rights change, as does what is involved in respect
ing those rights in a given society. Even though unchange
able in this sense, human rights are not necessarily absolute 
(never to be overridden by any competing moral claim), be
cause one human right might conceivably conflict with an
other or with other people's claims to the same human right. 

So understood, the idea of human rights "implies a uni
versal ethic" (Stackhouse, 1984b, x; 1986, 12), for it implies 
a kind of moral claim that everyone, everywhere ought al
ways to recognize, not only those who approach the subject 
from a particular perspective. Even so, theorists do ap
proach the subject from various perspectives and so differ 
over various issues. 

I shall look at Catholic and Protestant approaches to hu
man rights with reference to the following issues: (1) For 
these theorists, what is the theological basis of a belief in hu
man rights? (2) How are their approaches to human rights 
like and unlike those of classical liberals and socialists? (3) 
How do these theologians classify human rights, and what 
are their views about priorities among them? (4) What do 

they have to say about the institutionalization of respect for 
human rights? 

I 

Regarding the basis of human rights, the various Catholic 
and Protestant theorists of human rights agree (and differ 
from secular theorists) in finding it in human beings' rela
tionship to God, though they differ to some extent in their 
method of approaching the subject and what they think is 
most fundamental in the God-human relationship. 

Catholic theorists of human rights have long worked 
from an approach that combines what all persons can in 
principle know through the natural law with distinctively 
Christian teaching concerning God's action as creator and 
as redeemer from sin through Jesus Christ. Their interpre
tation of human nature and human rights, while it ex
presses distinctively Christian teaching, "is not presented as 
accessible only to those who accept these theological beliefs" 
(Langan, 1982b, 26), but is intended to be understandable 
by the wider world. Hollenbach (1979, 122-131) maintains, 
though, that the more recent Catholic rights tradition (in 
particular, Gaudium et Spes, in Abbott, 1966, 199-308) is less 
confident of reason than a natural law approach and instead 
draws upon the experience of the plurality of cultures and 
interprets it theologically.1 

Catholic theories ordinarily stress two ideas about the 
basis of human rights (see, e.g., Pontifical Commission, 1975, 
33-35; Hollenbach, 1979,107ff.; Canili, 1980,278-80; Lan
gan, 1982b, 25-27; National Conference of Catholic Bish
ops, 1986, 411 [pars. 13, 14], 415 [par. 32]; cf. Pacem in Terris 
[John XXIII, 1963, 16, pars. 9,10]). First, the human being 
has been created in the image of God, which is characterist
ically taken to mean that humans are like God in their in
telligence and freedom, though some also assert that humans 
are like God in being communal and loving. Second, being 
in the image of God, every human being has a dignity or 
worth, a "non-instrumental value" (Hollenbach, 1979, 116), 
such that the person should not simply be subordinated to 
the group. The existence of human rights is a reflection of 
this dignity, arising as it does from one's being in God's im
age. 

John A. Coleman (1984, 351-55), influenced by the phi
losopher Alan Gewirth (1982, 27-30), raises several ques
tions about Catholics' grounding human rights in human 
dignity: whether they neglect the transition from the idea of 
dignity to claiming a specific human right; whether human 
dignity simply means "having human rights," resulting in 
circularity rather than providing a basis; and whether hu
man rights should instead be grounded in the necessary 
conditions of human action (after Gewirth). With Baum 
(1979, 8), Coleman also fears that basing rights on human 
dignity might support the individualism of liberal political 
philosophy over against a Catholic focus on social solidarity 
and the common good. Over against the first set of objec
tions, Hollenbach and others stress the relation to the tran
scendent God as the central consideration that the idea of 
human dignity reflects, over and beyond a theory of human 
action. As to the latter objection, Hollenbach is critical of lib
eral thought on this score and takes pains to show the non-
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individualistic relation of the idea of dignity to the common 
good (1979, 90-91, 149-50). 

Protestant human rights theorists are more varied in their 
views of the basis of human rights, as well as on other hu
man rights questions, which fact is influenced by the variety 
of their church traditions. Ordinarily they do not incorpo
rate a natural law approach into their methods; some ex
plicitly reject it. Thei r appeals are characteristically to 
theological assertions about the God-human relation as they 
interpret it through the Bible and the person and work of 
Jesus Christ. In spite of this different tendency in method, 
there are strong similarities with Catholics about the basis of 
human rights. 

Some Protestant theorists object to the very idea of a 
theological foundation for human rights. David Jenkins 
(1975, 98, 99) cautions that theological discussion can be a 
way of avoiding or delaying attention to human rights and 
that their challenge "cannot be a purely intellectual matter." 
"The struggle for human rights," he asserts, "requires no 
theological justification." Yet he proceeds to bring theolog
ical categories (sin, eschatology) to bear on their interpre
tation. Günter Krushe, a Lutheran from the German 
Democratic Republic, warns "against the desire to find a 
theological basis for human rights, since this would actually 
mean deducing their universal validity from theological af
firmations which . . . cannot be assumed to be generally ac
cep t ed ! " H u m a n r igh t s , he says, "resis t theological 
explanation," for they have arisen out of modern processes 
of enlightenment and secularization. We should not seek a 
"Christian image of man." Yet he favors theological criteria 
for "what is to be changed now and what is not, . . . for dis
tinguishing but not for separating the spheres" (1977, 60-
63). Others would ask with regard to both these statements 
whether, if one is going to talk theologically about human 
rights, one should not be prepared to give an account of the 
grounds for doing so. 

Others are uneasy, but on narrower grounds, about talk
ing about the theological basis for human rights: one should 
not do so as though the concept had always been explicit in 
Christian thought or were uniquely Christian. José Míguez 
Bonino (1980) objects to a certain kind of theological basis 
for human rights: "a Christian philosophy that would make 
the concern for human rights a 'logically necessary' corol
lary of the Christian faith," which he says would be "histor
ically i n a c c u r a t e a n d , p e r h a p s , no t qu i t e h o n e s t 
intellectually" (21). There is no "ready-made, immutable 
'Christian doctrine of human rights.' " Instead Christian 
thinking on the subject has developed over time, stimulated 
by the experience of humankind (29). He is quite willing, 
however, to talk in biblical and Christian terms of an "ethos" 
of God's relation to human history. In a similar vein, Heinz-
Eduard Tödt (1977, 50-52) denies "that the idea of human 
rights is something originally and authentically Christian, 
and asserts, "It cannot be the task of theology to provide 
[human rights] with a belated theological justification." Yet, 
he continues, "it certainly is necessary to secure the theolog
ical basis on which Christians share a common understand
ing of human rights." 

Such objections suggest that it is important to identify the 
reason or reasons why one is discussing the theological basis 
of human rights. Ordinarily it is to identify, for Christians 
or the wider world or both, why Christians, from their faith, 

judge that they and others should take human rights seri
ously. To discuss that question, they need not make any of 
the assumptions to which the above critics of the endeavor 
have objected. 

With something approaching unanimity, Protestant hu
man rights theorists speak of the equal dignity, worth, in
violability, or nondisposability (Unverfügbarkeit—Tödt's term) 
of all human beings under God as the basis of human rights. 
They offer various reasons for affirming that dignity. Some, 
especially in the Reformed tradition but from other Prot
estant traditions as well, place special importance on our 
being created in God's image (cf. Moltmann, 1977, 132-38, 
and 1980, 189-90; Stackhouse, 1982, 154 [United Church 
of Christ pronouncement], and 1984b, 61-62; World Coun
cil of Churches, 1975, 16; Jenkins, 99; Míguez Bonino, 1980, 
29-30; Allen, 1984,59-68). 

Some of the same writers speak of human dignity as 
rooted in God's covenant with Noah, Gen. 9:8-17). A cove
nant, Stackhouse says, "involves the bonding of persons to oth
ers under Gods law, for Gods Kingdom, empowered by Gods love 
(1982, 146; his italics). He contends that "we cannot under
stand the history, character, foundation, or implications of 
human rights without attention to" the idea of covenant in 
the Free-Church branch of the Reformed tradition (cf. 
1984b, 60ff.). For Moltmann, human rights are implied in 
God's covenant with the people God has liberated; he speaks 
of "the inalienable dignity of human beings living in a cov
enant relation with God" (1977, 130-31). For Allen, human 
rights are the rights of "the inclusive covenant" of God with 
all humanity (1984, 39-43, 132; cf. also Míguez Bonino, 
1980, 30). 

In the Lutheran tradition human dignity is seen to arise 
from God's justification of human beings. In Tödt's words, 
"With no prior achievement on his part, man is justified by 
God and thus accorded a status which he seemed long ago 
to have forfeited by his misuse of freedom" (1977, 54). As 
rights for all persons, human rights are secular phenomena, 
"under the wordly regiment of God" (Lissner, 1977, 13). 

All these reasons of the Protestant theorists for the idea 
of human dignity share a common idea, which may be var
iously expressed (e.g., that human rights root fundamen
tally in God's sovereignty, or in Gods right to human life): 
that the dignity that human beings share is a gift of God's 
grace and not something natural in some sense apart from 
or prior to grace, and that therefore this dignity calls for hu
man responsibility toward others, rather than egoistic asser
tions of one's rights as personal possessions. 

II 

The second issue to explore is the stance of Catholic and 
Protestant human rights theorists toward other theories of 
human rights, especially liberal and Marxist theories. 

Among Catholic theologians concerned with the subject 
of human rights, Michael Novak (1986, 11-19) has articu
lated most forthrightly a close connection between Catholic 
teaching on human rights and on the common good, on the 
one hand, and, on the other, those in the tradition of liberal 
political and economic theory whose writings espouse a 
sharply limited role for government. He seeks to distinguish 
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"the great liberals" from "a self-enclosed, self-centered in
dividualism" and from "any vision of the common good as a 
mere sum of individual goods" (13). 

Some other Catholic human rights theorists express the 
opposite concern—to distinguish Catholic teaching sharply 
from liberalism. Baum (1979, 6-7, followed by Coleman, 
1984,363-65; cf. Douglas and Gould, 1986), identifies three 
reasons the Catholic Church of the nineteenth century gave 
for rejecting liberalism and liberal rights theory: an individ
ualism that was undermining a sense of the common good, 
relativism regarding truth, and the dominance of rich over 
poor that they saw occurring in a free market system. Baum 
seeks a nonliberal basis for human rights (8-11), with em
phasis on the common good and not merely on the dignity 
of the person (see Sec. I above), with the objective of a co
operative economic order (perhaps but not necessarily so
cialist), and with concern for the rights of peoples ("nations"), 
not only of individuals. 

Still other Catholic theorists have sought to be appre
ciative of both the liberal and the Marxist traditions on 
human rights while seeking to avoid their problems. Hol
lenbach (1979, see especially 13-27) expresses his view of 
Catholic teaching against the background of the human 
rights theories of liberal democracy, Soviet Marxism, and 
the United Nations human rights statements. His con
structive work seeks to combine insights from each of 
these, but with a more adequate interpretation of social 
conflict and of the relation of the person and society. In 
his view, liberal rights theory recognizes the importance 
of civil and political rights but does not deal adequately 
with questions of economic and social rights. Conversely, 
Soviet rights theory exalts social and economic rights but 
decries claims to civil and political rights as bourgeois ide
ology. The United Nations statements represent "an unst
able synthesis" (33) without adequate theoretical ground. 
A theory is needed, he says, that recognizes both types of 
claims. Langan takes a similar kind of critically apprecia
tive stance toward liberalism (1982a, 69-101), as does the 
United States Catholic Bishops' statement on the econ
omy (National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1986). 

Stanislaw Kowalczyk, a philosopher at the Catholic 
university in Lublin, Poland, presents as especially inter
esting example of this kind of critical appreciation—in this 
case, of Marxist rights theory (1984, 165-71). Arguing that 
the different views of h u m a n r ights of Marxism and 
Christianity result from their conflicting conceptions of the 
person and society, he advances a Catholic interpretation 
over against Marxist theory (cf., e.g., 170, "Human rights 
are not der ived ' from social structures," but "from the 
ontological character of human beings"). Yet he believes 
that dialogue between the two is possible and that each can 
learn from the other. 

A statement by a Protestant group within the German 
Democratic Republic (UN Working Group, 1975, 139-46) 
presents a sharp contrast to Kowalczyk's stance toward 
Marxism. The writers reflect the stance of Marxist rights 
theory; e.g., "The building of a socialist society can be re
garded as an inclusive effort to create social conditions in 
which human rights can become a reality" (139, italics added). 
The implication appears to be that human rights have no 
ontological ground. These writers see their adversaries as 

r ights theorists in "capitalist society" and contrast its 
weaknesses with the human rights achievements of "so
cialist society." 

Recent Protestant human rights theorists in the West 
have, like Hollenbach and Langan among Catholics, been 
both appreciative and critical of liberal rights theory. The 
most extended examination of this relationship is that of 
Stackhouse (see especially 1984b). He argues (70-76) that 
in the United States, human rights theory arose out of a 
synthesis of the covenantal theory of free-church Calvin
ism with the Lockean (rather than either Hobbesian or 
utilitarian) branch of liberalism. In the United States to
day, he says, there is a "public theology" concerning hu
man r ights tha t reflects a combina t ion of his tor ical 
influences—Conciliar Catholics and Reformed Jews as well 
as the "Liberal-Puritan synthesis" (125). Stackhouse finds 
great strength in that human rights "public theology," at 
the same time that he is critical of its weaknesses, espe
cially the individualism that liberalism encourages, as well 
as "the failure of the religious traditions to develop a via
ble ethic for corporate economic life" (118). Elsewhere 
(1984a, 206-08) he identifies "the 'individualist' theory of 
human rights" and "the 'collectivism approach" as two ma
jor theoretical threats to human rights. 

Most Protestant theorists, while quite aware of the var
ious human rights traditions of the West, the communist 
countries, and the third world and influenced by one or 
more of them, maintain some degree of critical assess
ment of these influences without addressing the issue in 
detail (see, e.g., Lochman, 1977,14-15,22-23; Moltmann, 
1977, 141-42; Lissner, 1977, 12). 

Ill 

Setting priorities among types of human rights presup
poses some schema of the types. Although certain ways of 
distinguishing types of rights are clearly useful, no one 
schema is self-evidently superior to all others. Theolo
gians have used various schemata as a basis for their judg
ments about priorities. 

The distinction used most frequently in theological 
discussions of priorities has been between civil-political 
rights (as freedom of religion, assembly, speech, move
ment, and to participate in government), on the one hand, 
and social-economic rights (as to food, shelter, basic health 
care, and education), on the other. In nontheological dis
cussions of this issue, some in the classical liberal tradition 
have denied that claims to basic social-economic needs are 
human rights at all (Cranston, 1973, 65-71; Kirkpatrick, 
1981, 1 -12). At the other pole, when Soviet-style Marxists 
speak of human rights, they characteristically mean so
cial-economic rights and disdain claims to civil and polit
ical freedoms as bourgeois abstractions (cf. Hollenbach's 
discussion of Soviet Marxist views, 1979, 20-27). T h e 
theological paper of the GDR working group (UN Work
ing Group, 1975, 140-42) expresses this viewpoint. It deals 
almost entirely with social and economic rights; and among 
civil and political rights, it mentions mainly the right to 
express different opinions, which it views as a bourgeois 
idea that encourages social disintegration and strength-
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ens capitalist structures. Revolution, it says, "cannot guar
antee the right to counter-revolution." 

In contrast, one is struck by the extent to which Prot
estant and Catholic theologians writing on this subject, 
with few exceptions, take an inclusive approach to the 
types of rights in a list, with little discussion of categories 
of human rights or of their relationships, as in Pacem in 
Terris (John XXIII, 1963, 15-19 [pars. 11-27]). There are, 
however, some noteworthy explicit defenses of an inclu
sive approach. 

Hollenbach, after reviewing the contrasting liberal 
democratic and Soviet Marxist theories on this issue, con
cludes that a theory is urgently needed that is "built on the 
principle of respect for both sets of claims" (1979, 27). On 
the basis of his study of the development of Roman Cath
olic rights theory, he presents such an inclusive theory but 
also advances a more comprehensive schema of rights. He 
sees in modern Catholic theory "a twofold process of dif
ferentiation of the conditions of human dignity" (1979, 
94). The first has identified various needs to be met or 
freedoms and relationships to be protected. Civil-political 
and social-economic-cultural rights are among the several 
categories arising out of this process. But, he goes on, one 
can also differentiate rights "according to the way their 
content is mediated by society and social institutions." This 
second process produces three categories or levels of rights 
(95-97): (1) "personal rights," belonging to the person as 
such; (2) "social rights," which are "conditions for the pres
ervation of the well-being of the person" and "specify pos
itive obligations of society toward all its members"; and (3) 
"instrumental rights," essential conditions in the larger 
inst i tut ions of society "if h u m a n dignity is to be pre
served." An advantage of making this distinction, he ob
se rves , is t h a t it r e cogn ize s " d e g r e e s of h i s to r i ca l 
contingency and variability" among the three levels. 

Another advantage of Hollenbach's second schema is 
that it focuses on the human person and the kinds of re
lationships essential to respect for human dignity. He be
lieves that a major issue of priorities in human rights is 
whose needs and freedoms should have priority amid the 
conflict of claims, not merely which kinds of rights to ad
vance. This belief underlies the three priority principles 
he proposes (204-207): "(1) The needs of the poor take 
priority over the wants of the rich. (2) The freedom of the 
dominated takes priority over the liberty of the powerful. 
(3) The participation of marginalized groups takes prior
ity over the preservation of an order which excludes them." 
These priorities are reflected in much other recent Cath
olic human rights writing, as for example the pastoral let
ter of the United States bishops on the economy (National 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1986). The Protestant 
Míguez Bonino (1980, 31-32), among many liberation 
theologians, affirms a similar human rights priority "in 
favour of the poor, the oppressed, the disadvantaged, the 
powerless, the marginal." 

It remains important, even so, to examine arguments 
over what types of claims should be included in the cate
gory of human rights. Langan (1982a, 74ff.) offers an ex
tended critique of Cranston's objections to the inclusion 
of basic social and economic needs as human rights. Cran
ston (1973, 66-67) has identified three criteria for a hu

man right. It must be (1) practicable—not impossible to 
meet, (2) universal—applicable to everyone, and (3) of 
paramount importance to human life. Langan accepts 
these criteria but concludes that they do not exclude basic 
social and economic needs. First, he says that Cranston ex
cludes them on the criterion of practicability because he 
assumes that human rights are absolute—always to be met 
without exception. But while some human rights are ar
guably absolute, others are not (as when the free speech 
of one conflicts with that of another). We must take rights 
seriously, Langan argues, but not see the category as such 
as absolute. Thus the practical difficulty of finding every 
adult a job or feeding everyone does not keep those claims 
from being human rights. Second, while paramount im
por tance may call some p u r p o r t e d h u m a n r ights into 
question (e.g., to holidays with pay), it does not exclude 
other rights (e.g., to basic nutritional needs). Langan pro
poses (1982a, 84), "The test of paramount importance 
should be applied to pick out those goods of which a per
son cannot be deprived without serious harm to his or her 
well-being or personal dignity." He concludes (98-99) that 
it is morally urgent for society to seek to identify and meet 
claims to "goods necessary for subsistence," as well as other 
human rights, and that doing so would express the re
spect of a liberal society for individual worth without fos
tering a "purely selfish pursuit of interest." 

In the same volume as Langan's essay, Christiansen in
terprets the array of human rights in terms of the idea of 
basic needs, and in a way that includes both social-eco
nomic and civil-political rights. Need, he writes (1982, 
259ff.), sets a minimum moral standard of dignity and de
cency, and this standard includes both those social and 
economic conditions necessary to survival but also certain 
political conditions without which other values are under
mined. While the s tandard of basic need should have 
priority, it is important not "to make trade-offs between 
those things [people] need in order to live and those other 
things which give life its meaning and worth" (262). 

More recently Coleman (1984, 355-61) has taken 
Catholic rights theorists to task for not providing a theory 
of basic rights, as philosophers such as Gewirth ( 1982) and 
Shue (1980) have done. Such a theory would provide rigor 
amid conflicting rights claims, as well as "a priority list of 
rights to press." He admires the logical tightness of Shue's 
three principles of priority among basic rights, nonbasic 
rights, and other kinds of claims. While he is sympathetic 
to Hollenbach's three priority principles, he deems the ar
gument for their ground to be inadequate. Coleman's cri
tique does not identify or discuss the key difference in the 
two kinds of priority principles—that Hollenbach's is about 
whose human rights and Shue's about which rights, nor does 
it discuss Christiansen's article, with which Coleman's po
sition would appear to have some affinities. 

Among Protestant theologians who also take an inclu
sive approach to the types of human rights is Tödt, who in 
his work in the Lutheran World Federation has proposed 
(1977, 48-50) that there are "three material elements in the 
basic pattern of human rights—freedom, equality, partic
ipation." All human rights, he argues, are some form of 
these three elements. As to priorities (53), we should em
phasize all three elements, not any one only. Thus we 



Volume 14, Number 4 / October 1988 Religious Studies Review / 351 

should avoid both the one-sided ideological appeals of the 
western capitalist democracies to freedom and the simi
larly one-sided and ideological emphasis of the socialist 
people's democracies on social-economic-cultural rights 
to the neglect of the right to freedom. Tödt argues that 
there is a transcendent element in the meaning of these 
rights that is resistant to such ideological appeals: our jus
tification by God as the basis of our nondisposability and 
thus our freedom, God's holding us all to be equal in Christ 
Jesus as the basis of our equality, the priesthood of believ
ers as an affirmation of participation. 

Moltmann (1977, 141-43) places a similar emphasis on 
the interrelatedness of all human rights, but nevertheless 
advances a priority principle among the various rights. If 
one sees their interrelatedness, he says, one must "ac
knowledge all human rights in the same degree," never 
suspending one group of human rights for the sake of an
other group. (One wonders if Moltmann assumes that dif
ferent kinds of h u m a n rights never conflict with one 
another. If conflict did occur, would he never want to say 
that one kind of right was more basic than another?) Yet 
every society has some kind of imbalance of human rights. 
In each community, the priority should be on restoring 
those human rights that have come to be neglected or re
pressed. 

Stackhouse ( 1984a, 192-95), who likewise understands 
human rights as essentially interrelated, analyzes them 
differently from the above writers. He identifies four broad 
"dimensions" of human rights: freedom from political 
oppression, freedom from economic exploitation, free
dom from cultural alienation, and freedom from despair 
and from lack of meaning. Although he refrains from giv
ing any one of these dimensions priority over the others, 
he observes that freedom of religion, which has to do most 
directly with the last of the four, can arguably be called the 
most basic human right, in that through religion the vi
sion of the various human rights is preserved. This obser
vation reflects Stackhouse's conviction that the issue of 
human rights is religious—a question of "which funda
mental vision is most true and most fully meets the widest 
range of basic human needs" ( 1984b, 20). That conviction 
underlies the attention he gives (especially in 1984b) to the 
bearing of different religious visions (in a broad sense of 
"religious") upon belief and action toward human rights. 
(The most carefully developed affirmation of the right to 
religious freedom is the Second Vatican Council's Decla
ration of Religious Freedom [Abbott, 1966, 675-700].) 

IV 

Catholics and Protestants often concentrate their study of 
human rights on what human rights there are and on ac
tion to promote them, to the neglect of an adequate ex
amination of the institutional conditions necessary to their 
support . In contrast, Hollenbach and Stackhouse have 
each given major attention to the subject of institutional
ization. (Also see especially the various contributions in 
Crahan, 1982.) 

Hollenbach's discussion in Claims in Conflict (1979) of 
the institutionalization of rights is rich and subtle. I shall 

briefly discuss some of its most important themes. First, he 
argues that "Catholic teaching has tended to minimize the 
presence of conflict between competing rights" (142). In 
contrast he proposes a model of society in which conflict 
and community are dynamically and constructively re
lated (165). He examines the past preference of the Cath
olic tradition for an organicist model of society, in which 
conflict was insufficiently recognized; and he favors the 
tradition's more recent expression of another theory of the 
relation of the plurality of social groups to communal sol
idarity, one in which the conflict of groups can more ad
equately be interpreted. 

Second, let us recall his distinction (see Sec. I l l above) 
between three levels of rights: personal, social, and in
strumental, the latter referring to institutional conditions 
essential to the preservation of human dignity. He ob
serves (196-98) that the strategically significant rights 
conflicts are not mainly over trade-offs between the var
ious personal rights (e.g., rights to political liberty and to 
economic well-being); to the contrary, loss of some per
sonal rights tends to go along with loss of other personal 
rights; e.g., loss of political liberty tends to undermine 
economic well-being, and the converse. The central con
flicts, he believes, are between social rights (rights to so
ciety's support of human dignity) and (1) demands for 
unrestrained exercise of personal rights and (2) dominant 
institutional arrangements that undermine human dig
nity. The issue is over what shape institutional (including 
governmental) action should take to restrain personal lib
erty in behalf of the dignity of all. 

Third, he says that recent Catholic statements have 
sought to articulate a view of freedom "as a form of par
ticipation in social life" ( 177). This idea is expressed in the 
third of his priority principles (see Sec. I l l above), that "the 
participation of marginalized groups takes priority over 
the preservation of an order which excludes them" (204), 
as well as in the U.S. Catholic bishops' 1986 statement on 
the economy, in the preparation of which Hollenbach was 
an influential consultant. 

The institutionalization of respect for human rights is 
similarly part of the ground floor of Stackhouse's work on 
the subject. He writes that human rights discussion and 
action "must proceed at two levels," that of doctrine and 
that of social structure—"specifically regarding the social 
space that is available for human membership, and the 
concrete practices of inclusion and exclusion" (1984b, 5-
6). 

His main contribution at the second level lies in how 
he analyzes society in its bearing on human rights. His 
analysis is (1) multidimensional, considering several kinds 
of institutions, (2) one that considers the various institu
tions in their interrelationships, and (3) theological, al
ways inquiring into the bearing of people's faith upon their 
institutional behavior. 

In an analysis of social power (1984a, 201-06), for ex
ample, Stackhouse identifies four relationships that de
termine the structures of power in any society: family 
loyalty, political rule, cultural-linguistic particularism, and 
economic class. Whereas many religions have divinely 
sanctioned some structure or other from among the four, 
the claim of Christianity is that none of the four can ever 
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be ultimate. The church has thus been able to articulate 
respect for human rights over against these four kinds of 
power structure, and at the same time to work for the in
stitutionalization of rights through these structures. 

In Creeds, Society, and Human Rights (1984b), one of his 
methods of study (along with the historical) is "cross-sec
tional analysis" (see especially 15-20), which seeks to 
"identify the dominant structures in a given culture" in one 
period of time. Stackhouse does this analysis by means of 
a "map" of nine institutional sectors (e.g., education, the 
economy) which reflect (1) humans ' response to a contin
uum between their biophysical environment and their 
creeds, and (2) their response to both a cont inuum be
tween individuals and other societies. He observes that he 
does not treat religion as one of the nine institutional sec
tors, though it "is universally present," because in various 
societies it has been identified with one or another of the 
nine sectors. It might be drawn "as a circle encompassing 
the whole" (19). Yet in his analysis of each of three cul
tures (the United States, the German Democratic Repub
lic, and India), religion is discussed in close relation to the 
sector of voluntary organizations. 

The point of his cross-sectional analysis is to inquire 
into the structures of social power in a culture, the ways 
those structures foster and/or thwart human rights, and 
the bearing of a religious vision of universal human rights 
upon them. The fruit of his analysis lies in his commen
tary upon each culture, which is both descriptive and eval
uative, and is i l luminat ing as well as at some points 
controversial. His analysis confirms his argument that 
"claims about human rights are religious" (6), whether or 
not one agrees with his conviction that the "liberal-Puri
tan synthesis" provides "the truest description of the hu
man condition" (272). 

V 

In conclusion, we can, I believe, extend the judgment of 
Cunningham, Miller, and Will (1984, 225, that there is "an 
emerging similarity" in Lutheran, Reformed, and Roman 
Catholic theological work in the subject and "the possibil
ity of developing an ecumenical theology of h u m a n 
rights") to a somewhat wider group of Catholic and Prot
estant theologians. Stackhouse has expressed a similar 
judgment , with qualifications, about human rights views 
in the West: "Ecumenical Protestants, Conciliar Catholics, 
Reformed Jews, some neo-evangelicals, and principled 
liberals find themselves allied against both doctrinaire 
fundamental ism and ut i l i tar ian liberal analyses . . ." 
(1984b, 125). 

There are two major points of similarity among most 
of the theorists examined above. The first concerns the 
foundations of human rights, where, whatever the special 
theological terms used, most participants in the ecumen
ical consensus appeal to the imago dei in support of their 
human rights concern and root particular human rights 
in a concept of human dignity or worth. The second is the 
widely ( though not completely) shared inclusive ap
proach to what human rights there are, rejecting both a 
narrow liberal list and a narrow Soviet Marxist list. The 

similarities between Catholic and Protestant theories of 
human rights, in their substance, are much more striking 
that the contrasts. As to procedure, several Catholic the
orists have pursued the subject with a degree of care and 
theoretical refinement from which many of the Protestant 
have benefitted and can continue to benefit. 

The idea of an ecumenical theology of human rights 
must, however, be qualified in several respects. One is that 
within Catholic and Protestant "ecumenical Christianity" 
there are those who significantly diverge from the usual 
approaches. Another is that among those who share com
mon views on some of the major issues of human rights, 
there are still significant points of difference (as, e.g., over 
their precise attitudes toward the liberal or the Marxist so
cialist traditions). Finally there are deep differences be
tween the outlook of those in the Catholic and Protestant 
ecumenical t radi t ions and conservative Catholics and 
Protestants, who ordinarily give little theoretical attention 
to human rights but hold very different opinions on the 
subject. Consensus among some is usually accompanied by 
conflict with others. 

NOTE 

1. Recent Catholic discussions of human rights reflect the 
strong influence of two theorists, Jacques Maritain and John 
Courtney Murray, even though the shape of the discussion is 
somewhat different today. 
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