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Decisions that go against life sometimes arise from 
difficult or even tragic situations of profound suffering, 
loneliness, a total lack of economic prospects, depression 
and anxiety about the future. Such circumstances can 
mitigate even to a notable degree subjective responsibility 
and the consequent culpability of those who make these 
choices which in themselves are evil. But today the prob-
lem goes far beyond the necessary recognition of these 
personal situations. It is a problem which exists at the cul-
tural, social and political level, where it reveals its more 
sinister and disturbing aspect in the tendency, ever more 
widely shared, to interpret the above crimes against life 
as legitimate expressions of individual freedom, to be ac-
knowledged and protected as actual rights.

In this way, and with tragic consequences, a long 
historical process is reaching a turning-point. The 
process which once led to discovering the idea of 
“human rights”—rights inherent in every person and 
prior to any Constitution and State legislation—is today 
marked by a surprising contradiction. Precisely in an age 
when the inviolable rights of the person are solemnly 
proclaimed and the value of life is publicly affirmed, 
the very right to life is being denied or trampled upon, 
especially at the more significant moments of existence: 
the moment of birth and the moment of death.

On the one hand, the various declarations of human 
rights and the many initiatives inspired by these declara-
tions show that at the global level there is a growing mor-
al sensitivity, more alert to acknowledging the value and 
dignity of every individual as a human being, without any 
distinction of race, nationality, religion, political opinion 
or social class.

On the other hand, these noble proclamations are unfor-
tunately contradicted by a tragic repudiation of them in 
practice. This denial is still more distressing, indeed more 
scandalous, precisely because it is occurring in a society 
which makes the affirmation and protection of human 
rights its primary objective and its boast. How can these 
repeated affirmations of principle be reconciled with the 
continual increase and widespread justification of attacks 
on human life? How can we reconcile these declarations 
with the refusal to accept those who are weak and needy, 
or elderly, or those who have just been conceived? These 
attacks go directly against respect for life and they repre-
sent a direct threat to the entire culture of human rights. 
It is a threat capable, in the end, of jeopardizing the very 
meaning of democratic coexistence: rather than societies 

of “people living together,” our cities risk becoming soci-
eties of people who are rejected, marginalized, uprooted 
and oppressed. If we then look at the wider worldwide 
perspective, how can we fail to think that the very affir-
mation of the rights of individuals and peoples made in 
distinguished international assemblies is a merely futile 
exercise of rhetoric if we fail to unmask the selfishness of 
the rich countries which exclude poorer countries from 
access to development or make such access dependent 
on arbitrary prohibitions against procreation, setting up 
an opposition between development and man himself? 
Should we not question the very economic models often 
adopted by States which, also as a result of international 
pressures and forms of conditioning, cause and aggravate 
situations of injustice and violence in which the life of 
whole peoples is degraded and trampled upon? 

What are the roots of this remarkable contradiction? We 
can find them in an overall assessment of a cultural and 
moral nature, beginning with the mentality which car-
ries the concept of subjectivity to an extreme and even 
distorts it, and recognizes as a subject of rights only the 
person who enjoys full or at least incipient autonomy and 
who emerges from a state of total dependence on others. 
But how can we reconcile this approach with the exalta-
tion of man as a being who is “not to be used?” The theory 
of human rights is based precisely on the affirmation that 
the human person, unlike animals and things, cannot be 
subjected to domination by others. We must also mention 
the mentality which tends to equate personal dignity with 
the capacity for verbal and explicit, or at least percepti-
ble, communication. It is clear that on the basis of these 
presuppositions there is no place in the world for anyone 
who, like the unborn or the dying, is a weak element in the 
social structure, or for anyone who appears completely at 
the mercy of others and radically dependent on them, and 
can only communicate through the silent language of a 
profound sharing of affection. In this case it is force which 
becomes the criterion for choice and action in interper-
sonal relations and in social life. But this is the exact op-
posite of what a State ruled by law, as a community in 
which the “reasons of force” are replaced by the “force of 
reason,” historically intended to affirm.

At another level, the roots of the contradiction between 
the solemn affirmation of human rights and their tragic 
denial in practice lies in a notion of freedom which exalts 
the isolated individual in an absolute way, and gives no 
place to solidarity, to openness to others and service of 
them. While it is true that the taking of life not yet born 
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or in its final stages is sometimes marked by a mistaken 
sense of altruism and human compassion, it cannot be de-
nied that such a culture of death, taken as a whole, betrays 
a completely individualistic concept of freedom, which 
ends up by becoming the freedom of “the strong” against 
the weak who have no choice but to submit.

It is precisely in this sense that Cain’s answer to the Lord’s 
question: “Where is Abel your brother?” can be interpreted: 
“I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen 4:9). Yes, 
every man is his “brother’s keeper,” because God entrusts 
us to one another. And it is also in view of this entrusting 
that God gives everyone freedom, a freedom which 
possesses an inherently relational dimension. This is a 
great gift of the Creator, placed as it is at the service of the 
person and of his fulfillment through the gift of self and 
openness to others; but when freedom is made absolute in 
an individualistic way, it is emptied of its original content, 
and its very meaning and dignity are contradicted.

There is an even more profound aspect which needs to 
be emphasized: freedom negates and destroys itself, 
and becomes a factor leading to the destruction of 
others, when it no longer recognizes and respects its 
essential link with the truth. When freedom, out of a 
desire to emancipate itself from all forms of tradition 
and authority, shuts out even the most obvious evidence 
of an objective and universal truth, which is the 
foundation of personal and social life, then the person 
ends up by no longer taking as the sole and indisputable 
point of reference for his own choices the truth about 
good and evil, but only his subjective and changeable 
opinion or, indeed, his selfish interest and whim. 

This view of freedom leads to a serious distortion of life 
in society. If the promotion of the self is understood in 
terms of absolute autonomy, people inevitably reach the 
point of rejecting one another. Everyone else is considered 
an enemy from whom one has to defend oneself. Thus so-
ciety becomes a mass of individuals placed side by side, 
but without any mutual bonds. Each one wishes to assert 
himself independently of the other and in fact intends to 
make his own interests prevail. Still, in the face of other 
people’s analogous interests, some kind of compromise 
must be found, if one wants a society in which the max-
imum possible freedom is guaranteed to each individual. 
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In this way, any reference to common values and to a truth 
absolutely binding on everyone is lost, and social life ven-
tures on to the shifting sands of complete relativism. At 
that point, everything is negotiable, everything is open to 
bargaining: even the first of the fundamental rights, the 
right to life.

This is what is happening also at the level of politics and 
government: the original and inalienable right to life is 
questioned or denied on the basis of a parliamentary 
vote or the will of one part of the people—even if it is 
the majority. This is the sinister result of a relativism 
which reigns unopposed: the “right” ceases to be such, 
because it is no longer firmly founded on the inviolable 
dignity of the person, but is made subject to the will of 
the stronger part. In this way democracy, contradicting 
its own principles, effectively moves towards a form 
of totalitarianism. The State is no longer the “common 
home” where all can live together on the basis of 
principles of fundamental equality, but is transformed 
into a tyrant State, which arrogates to itself the right to 
dispose of the life of the weakest and most defenseless 
members, from the unborn child to the elderly, in the 
name of a public interest which is really nothing but 
the interest of one part. The appearance of the strictest 
respect for legality is maintained, at least when the laws 
permitting abortion and euthanasia are the result of a 
ballot in accordance with what are generally seen as the 
rules of democracy. 

…“How is it still possible to speak of the dignity of every 
human person when the killing of the weakest and most 
innocent is permitted? In the name of what justice is the 
most unjust of discriminations practiced: some individ-
uals are held to be deserving of defense and others are 
denied that dignity?”1 When this happens, the process 
leading to the breakdown of a genuinely human co-exis-
tence and the disintegration of the State itself has already 
begun.

To claim the right to abortion, infanticide and euthanasia, 
and to recognize that right in law, means to attribute to 
human freedom a perverse and evil significance: that of 
an absolute power over others and against others. This is 
the death of true freedom: “Truly, truly, I say to you, every 
one who commits sin is a slave to sin” (Jn 8:34).  


