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In the Declaration of Independence proclaimed by the 13 American Colonies on July 4, 1776 there is the statement: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.” Since the Second World War the concepts of human rights and equality have become more and more powerful in shaping ethical decisions in Western Society.

Assess critically this current emphasis on human rights, equality, and the pursuit of happiness comparing the concepts with the Christian understanding of the dignity of our human being.

The atrocities of the Second World War led the international community to seek a universal morality to transcend the interests of individual states in order “to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights”
. From the time of the publication of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 by the United Nations, the concept of human rights has become more widely accepted in more countries
 around the world. “The promise of human rights is that the family of nations can agree on international structures that may pave the way to more peace, justice and social welfare in our world.”
 However, what are the implications of the current emphasis on human rights, equality, and the pursuit of happiness, and how do these compare with the Christian understanding of the dignity of our human being?

The modern concept of human rights emerged during the Enlightenment period and “builds from the assumption that the autonomous individual endowed with certain natural rights is the fundamental building block of society”
. What then is the basis of these human rights?

Though the Declaration of Independence states that men are “endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights”, the Enlightenment effectively banished belief in God from publicly accepted fact, because Science could not prove the existence of God. Therefore human rights were no longer thought of as being derived from a transcendent God, but were instead viewed as “natural rights” with which the autonomous individual was endowed. But the concept of  “natural rights” which itself could not be proved by Science was also abandoned.

However, the concept of human rights has endured though there are many problems with the concept. The first problem is defining what the “rights” of humans are. Without having an objective criterion for defining good and bad, it is impossible to assess what constitutes human good and therefore human rights. Additionally one cannot determine if human rights include human needs or also include human wants.

The second problem with human rights is in answering the question, “Who honours the claims of those who demand their rights?” The answer is usually the nation state. The fact is that ““Rights” [can] only exist where there is a legal and social structure that defines them.”
 Unless there is a social context in which the human rights can be upheld, they are in effect meaningless.

The third problem is that by asserting human rights there is a possibility that these rights may conflict with the rights of another party. As MacIntyre states, “if I claim a right in virtue of my possession of certain characteristics, then I am logically committed to holding that anyone else with the same characteristics also possesses this right”
. Therefore, if two persons or groups claim rights that are conflicting, there has to be some negotiation to satisfy both parties.  How one decides in cases of conflicting human rights is not clear and is one of the main problems of the concept.

The emphasis on rights will tend to lead to situations of competing rights, which may end up being resolved by the more powerful party forcing the weaker party to give in. This is a reversal of one of the original aims of human rights: to protect the weak.

From a Christian perspective, the whole emphasis on rights highlights “a breakdown of relationship, a conflict of interests or a dispute over what is fair. This suggests … that the whole conflict over human rights is a consequence of our fallenness”
.

The emphasis on equality as well as human rights may in fact also cause conflicts, as Lebacqz states, “If individual liberty is the primary value, then equality may have to be sacrificed. If equality is the primary value, there will be violations of liberty.”
 The type of equality espoused may be primarily in terms of equal rights to pursue self-chosen ends in the pursuit of happiness. However not everyone can or should be treated equally in relationships. For example “Respect, honour, love … have meaning only in the specific contexts which they denote the particular kinds of respect, honour, and love … and these things cannot be claimed as rights.”
. Therefore the social needs of people in a network of different relationships calls for differentiation rather than equality.

The emphasis on the pursuit of happiness is particularly problematic when considered as a human right. It begs the question, “What is true happiness?” which cannot be answered unless the purpose of man’s existence is known. But the Enlightenment understanding of human life cannot answer questions of purpose, “so “happiness” … [has] no definition except what each autonomous individual might give it. Each individual has the right not only to pursue happiness but to define it as he wishes.”

With modern scepticism about finding happiness in an afterlife, the emphasis on the pursuit of happiness has been placed firmly in this life. The demands in the quest for happiness are infinite, and raise the question of “Who will honour these demands?” Again the nation state is seen as having the primary duty.

The Christian understanding of our human being has much to challenge in the current emphasis on human rights, equality, and the pursuit of happiness. The first concept it challenges is that of the autonomous individual.

Genesis 1:27 it states that man is created in the image of God. However God is revealed in Scripture as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The implication for men made in the image of God is that “the godhead reveals [in the Trinity] the relationality principle in its very heart … It is this kind of Creator in whose image humans are made … a god whose very reality, whose ‘ontology’, is constituted by complementary relationships.”
 So man cannot be an autonomous individual, as to be in the image of God means that simply “to exist is to be relational”
. Therefore any concept of human rights must be seen in the context of man as a relational being.

The second point about being made in the image of God is that man has been made to be responsible to God and obey Him. Following from this “we have an obligation to God for our fellow humans”
 (Gen 4:9). Therefore, a Christian view of human rights “locates them within a three dimensional framework with God as both the giver of responsibility and the guardian of rights.”
 So rather than having human rights, the emphasis is on having human responsibilities, with God the guardian of rights.

These rights of which God is the guardian are not due to any deserving on man’s part, for “the foundation of human rights is in the gracious and unmerited love of God.”
 For example in John 1:12, the “right” to salvation is actually grounded in God’s grace, rather than any work of man.

Being created in the image of God also gives real insights into the true nature of equality. “The equality of women with men is built into the imago dei assertion.”
 However, this equality is to be understood in the context of the image of the Trinity. As the Father, Son and Holy Spirit have equality, they also have complimentary roles. “Beyond even the idea of equality lies the more profound concept of complementarity, which denotes the kind of inter-personal relationships within the Trinity. … Men and women are not only equally made in the image of God, but they also reflect the complementarity contained in this image.”

In addition, in Christ all are made equal (Gal. 3:28) and “all men … are equally the objects of God’s love … for all Christ died”
.

“The incarnation of the Word of God is the climax of God’s commitment to the right to be human.”
 It raises the dignity of our human being to that of Christ, the Son of God. Yet, Christ himself became as a servant (Mark 10:44-45), and did not grasp after equality with the God (Phil. 2:6). He gave up his rights in obedience to God and encourages his followers to do the same (Mark 8:34) and look out for the interests of others (Phil. 2:4). To follow Christ is not to demand human rights, or equality, or happiness but to respond in obedience to God’s love. 
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