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A Consequential Evaluation of a Christian 
Approach to International Human Rights 

 
BENEDICT SHING BUN CHAN. 

 
 
 

Abstract 

 
In Christian ethics, the concept of imago Dei provides a moral 
foundation for dignity and human rights. Nevertheless, there are still 
gaps to fill in explaining the connections between Christianity and 
human rights. Based on the consequential evaluation of international 
human rights, this paper shows that Christian ideas, such as imago 
Dei and ideas from the Reformed tradition, can help us develop a 
more complete normative account of international human rights, of 
which two prominent examples, political rights and human rights to 
health, are discussed in detail. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

 
There are various normative accounts of human rights. One prominent 
example is how Christianity can provide a moral foundation for devel-
oping an account of human rights. A general idea from Christianity is 
that human rights are based on human dignity, and the concept imago 
Dei (the image of God) provides a moral foundation for dignity and 
human rights. Some scholars argue for this Christian approach to hu-
man rights by analyzing the concept of imago Dei in philosophy and 
history, particularly in the Reformed tradition. Nevertheless, this Chris-
tian approach to human rights is quite controversial and open to debate. 
To say the least, there are still many gaps to be filled when it comes to 
tracing the connections between the Christian tradition and the practice 
of human rights. 

To address these gaps, we should not only discuss Christian or Re-
formed theological human rights approaches and ideas, but also some 
detailed features of human rights. One of these features is the im-
portance of human rights in international legal documents (in short, 
“international human rights”). Some scholars, such as Allen Buchan-
an,1 argue that international human rights are morally significant in 
their practice and are not necessarily solely justified by deontology or a 
rights-based approach; indeed, some international human rights are not 
traditional absolute rights. One of the possible ways to develop a nor-
mative account of international human rights is consequential evalua-
tion. There are now more and more discussions on how consequential 
evaluation is relevant to human rights.2 Consequential evaluation de-

                                                                                                                                               

1 Allen Buchanan, The Heart of Human Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013). 

2 Amartya Sen, “Utilitarianism and Welfarism,” Journal of Philosophy 76, no. 9 
(1979): 463–89; Amartya Sen, “Rights and Agency,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 
11, no. 1 (1982): 3–39; Amartya Sen, “Consequential Evaluation and Practical 
Reason,” Journal of Philosophy 97, no. 9 (2000): 477–502; Amartya Sen, 
“Elements of a Theory of Human Rights,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 32, no. 4 
(2004): 315–56; Amartya Sen, “Human Rights and Capabilities,” Journal of 
Human Development 6, no. 2 (2005): 151–66; William Talbott, Human Rights and 
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serves more attention than it receives in current human rights literature. 
I have argued elsewhere about how to use consequential evaluation 
regarding other topics in human rights debates.3 This paper can be 
considered another contribution to my overall project, focusing on a 
consequential evaluation of a Christian approach to international hu-
man rights. 

Based on the consequential evaluation of international human rights, 
this paper shows that Christian ideas, especially those from the Re-
formed tradition, can help us develop a more complete and normative 
account of international human rights.4 I argue that some scholars have 
confused traditional absolute rights and international human rights in 
their writings, but their works can still be used in the consequential 
evaluation of Christian ethics and international human rights. I con-
clude that even though the relationship between Christianity and inter-
national human rights is complicated, by properly interpreting the view 
of international human rights, Christianity and international human 
rights can be compatible, or even mutually supportive. To illustrate my 
point, I will discuss political rights and human rights to health as two 
prominent examples of civil and political rights and of economic, so-
cial, and cultural rights respectively. 

Following this introduction, I will discuss a Christian approach to 
human rights, which is based on the concept of imago Dei and the his-
torical movement during the Reformation. I will also address some 
challenges to such a Christian approach to human rights and the re-
search gaps in meeting these challenges. In Section III, I will present 
some important features of consequential evaluation and the im-
portance of international human rights in practice. Section IV advances 
                                                                                                                                               

Human Well-Being (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); William Talbott, 
“Consequentialism and Human Rights,” Philosophy Compass 8, no. 11 (2013): 
1030–40. 

3 Benedict S. B. Chan, “Enhanced Interrogation, Consequential Evaluation, and 
Human Rights to Health,” Journal of Bioethical Inquiry 16, no. 3 (2019): 455–61; 
Benedict S. B. Chan, “A Preliminary Consequential Evaluation of the Roles of 
Cultures in Human Rights Debates,” Filosofia Theoretica: Journal of African 
Philosophy, Culture and Religions 8, no. 1 (2019): 163–82. 

4 Jeremy Waldron, “The Image of God: Rights, Reason, and Order,” in Christianity 
and Human Rights: An Introduction, ed. John Witte, Jr. and Frank Alexander 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 216–35; John Witte, Jr., The 
Reformation of Rights: Law, Religion, and Human Rights in Early Modern 
Calvinism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); John Witte, Jr., “Rights 
and Liberties in Early Modern Protestantism: The Example of Calvinism,” in Witte 
and Alexander, Christianity and Human Rights, 135–54; Nicholas Wolterstorff, 
“Modern Protestant Development in Human Rights,” in ibid., 155–72. 
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the main argument of this paper, namely, how the challenges to the 
Christian approach to human rights can be met by the consequential 
evaluation of international human rights. 

 
II.  IN DEFENCE OF A CHRISTIAN APPROACH 

TO HUMAN RIGHTS 

 
In a very general claim, dignity is a moral foundation of human rights. 
The word “dignity” appears frequently in international human rights 
documents. In these documents, human rights are based on dignity or 
derived from dignity. For example, the Vienna Declaration and Pro-
gramme of Action, which was adopted by the World Conference on 
Human Rights on June 25, 1993, recognizes and affirms that “all hu-
man rights derive from the dignity and worth inherent in the human 
person.” Another example is the preamble and Article 1 of the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights, which says: 

Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and in-
alienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation 
of freedom, justice and peace in the world…. All human beings are 
born free and equal in dignity and rights. 

A similar idea is also written in the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights and other international human rights documents. 

Based on these international documents on human rights and digni-
ty, some philosophers of human rights develop their arguments in order 
to explain how human rights are derived from human dignity.5 In addi-

                                                                                                                                               

5 Yechiel Michael Barilan, Human Dignity, Human Rights, and Responsibility: The 
New Language of Global Bioethics and Biolaw (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2012); Jack Donnelly, Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice, 3rd ed. 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2013); Li Xiaorong, Ethics, Human Rights 
and Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); James Nickel, Making Sense 
of Human Rights, 2nd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007). 
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tion, some scholars discuss the concept of dignity in depth,6 and some 
doubt that dignity is a moral foundation of human rights.7 

One of these discussions focuses on a Christian approach. In partic-
ular, the notion of imago Dei is used in this approach to explain dignity 
and its importance. Theologians usually rely upon the concept of imago 
Dei, which appears mainly in Genesis chapters one to eleven. For ex-
ample, imago Dei is noted in Genesis 1:27 (KJV): “So God created 
man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and 
female created he them.” Roughly, the idea is that human beings are 
directly created by God and bear the image of God, which means hu-
man beings are below God but above the rest of God’s creation, and 
that is why human beings are worthy of honor and respect, that is, dig-
nity. An example in applying imago Dei is that we should not murder 
another person because lifeblood belongs to God alone. “Whoso shed-
deth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed: for in the image of 
God made he man.”8 In general, the biblical affirmation of the concept 
of imago Dei is the basis for the widely accepted principle of human 
dignity in the Christian tradition. 

Nevertheless, many interpretations and applications of imago Dei 
are quite controversial even within the Christian tradition and are open 
to debate. As Vorster says, “Christian theological traditions almost 
without exception take the concept of the imago Dei as point of depar-
ture for its doctrine on the human being. However, there is little 
agreement amongst theologians on the precise content and meaning of 
the imago Dei.”9 Since there are so many different arguments and in-
terpretations of this concept—a debate which exceeds the scope of this 
paper—let us merely focus on the part relevant to human rights. In 
general, even for non-Christians, such a Christian approach is recog-
nized as one of the Western foundations of human rights.10 The dis-
cussion of the concept of imago Dei can be found in different eras in 
the history of Christianity—for example, Augustine discussed imago 

                                                                                                                                               

6 Michael Rosen, Dignity: Its History and Meaning (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2012). 

7 Andrea Sangiovanni, Humanity without Dignity: Moral Equality, Respect, and 
Human Rights (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017). 

8 Genesis 9:6, King James Version. 
9 Nicolaas Vorster, Created in the Image of God: Understanding God’s Relationship 

with Humanity (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2011), 3. 
10 Donnelly, Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice, 124–26. 
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Dei and the fall of man in the conceptions of “two cities.”11 Let us now 
narrow down our discussion and focus on the Reformed tradition. 

The Reformed tradition emphasizes the importance of imago Dei, 
liberties, and rights. As Witte points out, “four main branches of the 
Formation—Lutheran, Anglican, Calvinist, and Anabaptist—offered 
distinct teachings on rights in the sixteenth century.”12 Witte argues 
that within the Calvinist tradition, many theologians have contributed 
to the development of human rights in different ways. In Institutes of 
the Christian Tradition, John Calvin discussed several factors that are 
important to human rights debates.13 His discussion of rights is mostly 
based on the liberties of his time. In book 3, chapter 19, Christian 
freedom is discussed in detail. His discussions on freedom from the law 
or freedom of conscience represent pioneering ideas on human rights.14 
Second, Calvin discusses the development of liberties and rights by 
referring to the separation of church and state.15 Third, human dignity 
is assigned an important role in these discussions.16 

Another example is John Milton.17 The traditional Calvinist ideas 
on religious freedom are developed by Milton to reach a new level. He 
also adopts the concept of imago Dei from Calvin and early Calvinists 
to defend religious liberties. According to Witte, Milton defends reli-
gious freedoms such as freedom of conscience, freedom of religious 
exercise, and the separation of church and state.18 Milton also argues 
that his idea on religious liberties is based on many New Testament 
verses.19 Furthermore, he argues that the Reformed tradition must 
move on and Calvin should not be idolized. In this sense, he corrects 
the Calvinists of his time on some ideas of liberties and rights, espe-

                                                                                                                                               

11 Ibid., 125. Another example is from the Catholic tradition. For the Catholic inter-
pretation and a critique of it, see Sangiovanni, Humanity without Dignity, 27–36. 

12 Witte, “Rights and Liberties in Early Modern Protestantism,” 135. See also ibid., 
138–41. 

13 Ibid., 138–41. 
14 Jean Calvin, Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, vols. 1 and 2, trans. Ford 

Lewis Battles, re-issued ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 2006), 833–47. 
15 Ibid., 847–49, 1215–29, 485–90. 
16 See book 4, for example, ibid., 1206–07. 
17 John Milton, Complete Prose Works of John Milton, 8 vols. (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1953–1982). 
18 Witte, “Rights and Liberties in Early Modern Protestantism,” 151. 
19 Witte, The Reformation of Rights, 230. According to Witte, these verses are: John 

8:32, 36; Rom. 6:18, 22, 8:2, 14:4, 5, 10; 1 Cor. 7:32, 8:13; 2 Cor. 3:17; Gal. 3:10, 
4:7, 5:1, 13; Heb. 2:15; James 1:25, 2:12; 1 Pet. 2:16. 
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cially those regarding the roles of church and state.20 He also defends 
civil liberties such as freedom of speech and the press and rights to 
democratic elections. Witte argues that Milton’s ideas influenced Cal-
vinists on both sides of the Atlantic.21 His ideas spread to Puritan 
Massachusetts and other New England colonies after their first settle-
ment in 1620.22 

There are other historical influences as well. For example, the Vir-
ginal Declaration of Rights, which was written in 1776, is influenced 
by the ideas of Milton and the Calvinists. Witte examines the freedom 
of religion, freedom of speech, and democratic rights in Article 1, 15, 
and 16.23 He also discusses how John Adams included traditional mo-
rality of social covenant in the Massachusetts Constitution, which was 
written in 1780.24 All of these show how Calvinist ideas affected Puri-
tans and Americans in the development of the United States.25 Wolter-
storff also discusses how an understanding of the connection between 
imago Dei and dignity in Calvinism influenced the Christian approach 
to human rights in the twentieth century.26 

This is just a summary of some historical concepts and applications 
of imago Dei and dignity in this Christian approach to human rights. 
Given that this paper focuses on philosophical rather than historical 
ideas, the above information, though brief, is sufficient for our purpose. 
Now it is time to discuss some challenges to this approach. Let us con-
sider some questions on imago Dei and human rights. Waldron raises 
several objections to the claim that imago Dei can serve as a moral 
foundation of human rights. These objections can be divided into three 
categories.27 The first category is a general challenge. Some secular or 

                                                                                                                                               

20 Ibid., 220–71, especially 35–48. See also Witte, “Rights and Liberties in Early 
Modern Protestantism,” 150–53. 

21 Witte, The Reformation of Rights, 235–48. Witte, “Rights and Liberties in Early 
Modern Protestantism,” 151–52. 

22 Witte, “Rights and Liberties in Early Modern Protestantism,” 152. 
23 Ibid., 152–53. 
24 Witte, The Reformation of Rights, 301–18. Witte, “Rights and Liberties in Early 

Modern Protestantism,” 153. 
25 Witte, The Reformation of Rights, 318. 
26 Wolterstorff, “Modern Protestant Development in Human Rights,” 155–72. 
27 Waldron also discusses the fourth category, which says that “imago Dei may play a 

role in Christian social thought which is not necessarily associated with human 
rights.” See Waldron, “The Image of God,” 221. Since this category is not directly 
related to our current discussion, we will skip this category of objections. For other 
discussions on modern Protestant development in human rights, see Wolterstorff, 
“Modern Protestant Development in Human Rights.” 
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non-Christian scholars may have doubts regarding this Christian ap-
proach to human rights because they may not want to use any religious 
idea to support human rights. As Waldron rightly points out, the draft-
ers of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights deliberately avoided 
adopting any single cultural or religious thought tradition to delineate 
human rights in drafting this international document.28 Any defender 
of the Christian approach to human rights needs to explain and justify 
why people should use Christian values to support human rights. 

While the first objection comes from non-Christian voices, the sec-
ond and third categories are challenges from within Christian discours-
es. The second challenge involves different interpretations of imago 
Dei. For example, the Jewish tradition and the Reformed tradition have 
different interpretations of “the meaning of imago Dei in light of the 
Incarnation.”29 In the Reformed tradition, there is also disagreement on 
imago Dei and the fall of man. Waldron points out that Calvin and 
Martin Luther have different interpretations concerning this issue.30 
The third category is that there are other concepts in Judeo-Christian 
thought that may be used as a moral foundation of human rights. For 
example, John Locke prefers the idea of God’s workmanship to imago 
Dei as the foundation of natural rights.31 

The second and third categories of challenges are echoed in some 
historical arguments as well. There has been disagreement among 
scholars on theologians’ concepts of liberties and rights in history. Cal-
vin often violated liberties and rights, and many Calvinists (including 
Calvin himself) are considered to be totalitarian and to have practiced 
many “shameful forms of pathos and injustice.”32 It is also argued that 
Milton rejects the idea of natural law and natural rights and only ac-
cepts very limited civil liberties. In other words, Milton’s work is far 
from supporting imago Dei as the moral foundation of human rights.33 

                                                                                                                                               

28 This is also a reason why UDHR uses the term “human rights” rather than “natural 
rights.” See Waldron, “The Image of God,” 217–18. 

29 Ibid., 219. 
30 Ibid. 
31 John Locke, The Two Treatise of Government, book 1, section 30 and book 2, 

section 6, accessed July 26, 2018, https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Two_Treatises_ 
of_Government1689. Waldron, “The Image of God,” 220. 

32 Witte, The Reformation of Rights, 1. See also 39–42 for the historical perspectives 
on how Calvinism violates liberties and rights, and 75–76 for Calvin’s idea on the 
limitation of individual liberties. 

33 William Walker, “Human Rights, Modernity, and Milton’s Areopagitica,” The 
European Legacy 23, no. 4 (2018): 365–81. 
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Notice that Waldron does not completely reject using imago Dei in 
the human rights debates. He simply raises those objections to remind 
people that we cannot use imago Dei as the sole moral foundation of 
human rights.34 In his perspective, there are many gaps to fill between 
imago Dei and human rights. He suggests that imago Dei relates to 
human rights “at a foundational rather than at a derivate level” and it is 
“the basis of our dignity, in the sense that ‘dignity’ means the rank that 
we hold in creation.”35 He then discusses the implications of imago 
Dei for several kinds of human rights in detail, particularly political 
rights.36 He claims that imago Dei provides a unique perspective and 
moral foundation for human reasoning, religious freedom, and different 
kinds of rights.37 Waldron argues that modern Protestants have associ-
ated imago Dei with participation in politics, and used that to support 
political rights such as “human rights of conscience and association,” 
and rights “associated with democratic participation and enfranchise-
ment.”38 

In focusing on political rights, Waldron only briefly mentions other 
human rights such as the rights to life, security, and welfare.39 Never-
theless, this does not mean that imago Dei is only good for political 
rights. Other scholars have explained how imago Dei is used to support 
economic, social, and cultural rights. For example, Robert A. Seiple 
offers “a partial sketch of a Christian foundation for human rights, 
based on the character of God and his Son.”40 Seiple’s argument is not 
the same as Waldron’s, but their reasonings are quite similar. Seiple 
mainly uses different ideas in the Bible to explain concepts of human 
value, human choice, and human hope, and then uses these concepts to 
support those economic, social, and cultural rights such as “the basic 
rights to food and drink, shelter and protection, health care and educa-
tion, and other rights that are essential to preserving and enjoying the 

                                                                                                                                               

34 For example, Waldron writes: “It is not my intention to refuse the interest of imago 
Dei for human rights theory. But I want to insist on due caution and counsel against 
just grabbing at the doctrine because it seems like an impressive bauble to produce 
as a distinctive religious foundation.” See Waldron, “The Image of God,” 222. 

35 Ibid., 225. 
36 Ibid., 230–33. 
37 Ibid., 227–30. 
38 Ibid., 231. 
39 Ibid., 226–27. 
40 Robert A. Seiple, “Christianity, Human Rights, and a Theology That Touches the 

Ground,” in Witte and Alexander, Christianity and Human Rights, 321. 
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most basic right to human life and human dignity.”41 For example, he 
discusses Jesus’s famous teaching about the “Day of Judgement” in 
Matthew 25:31–46 to explain our obligation to help the poor and how 
this is related to basic economic rights. 

Although Waldron, Seiple, and many other scholars believe that 
imago Dei can be the moral foundation of human rights, there are still 
many research gaps to be filled. Even if we accept Waldron’s ap-
proach, it is still unclear how secular political liberals or non-Christians 
can accept such a Christian approach to human rights. Waldron thinks 
that imago Dei is the foundation but not derivative of human rights. 
However, it is unclear how to distinguish between foundational and 
derivate. As there are conflicting interpretations of imago Dei, theolo-
gians disagree on the role of imago Dei in human rights debates. Some 
even think that we should use other Christian concepts to support hu-
man rights. With all these conflicting ideas, what should we do? If we 
assume that human rights are absolute moral rights and their justifica-
tion must be derived from some kinds of rights-based approach, then it 
will be hard to see how imago Dei can be such a foundation, or what 
good it would do to make it such a foundation. With so many gaps in 
research, it is obvious that we need further explanation and justifica-
tion, or such a Christian approach is simply an incomplete or even a 
wrong account of human rights. In the following sections of this paper, 
I will propose to fill in these gaps by using consequential evaluation of 
international human rights. 

 
III.  CONSEQUENTIAL EVALUATION 

AND INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS 

 
Consequential evaluation is a useful form of practical reasoning and 
can be applied to different ethical topics. As previously mentioned, I 
have used consequential evaluation in another paper to discuss the roles 
of Ubuntu and Confucianism in international human rights.42 Else-
where, I have also argued for human rights against torture and human 

                                                                                                                                               

41 Ibid. 
42 Chan, “A Preliminary Consequential Evaluation of the Roles of Cultures in Human 

Rights Debates,” 163–82. 
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rights to health by means of consequential evaluation.43 Given that I 
have already argued for consequential evaluation of international hu-
man rights in other papers, I will summarize some important points 
here before I present some new points to develop my argument in this 
paper. 

The consequential evaluation I use here is a kind of practical rea-
soning suggested by Amartya Sen. He considers consequential evalua-
tion as “the discipline of responsible choice based on the chooser’s 
evaluation of states of affairs, including consideration of all the rele-
vant consequences viewed in the light of the exact circumstances of 
that choice.”44 There are several important points to note about conse-
quential evaluation. First, it is easy to mix up the term “consequential 
evaluation” with “consequentialism.” Indeed, they are usually consid-
ered to have the same meaning, and are sometimes used interchangea-
bly. Nevertheless, the term “consequentialism” was introduced as a 
negative label by G. E. M. Anscombe.45 As Sen explains, in the past 
even some consequentialists did not like to use this term. Therefore, 
Sen believes that whether consequential evaluation “should be called 
by the name ‘consequentialism’ or not is a subsidiary and rather unin-
teresting issue.”46 Fortunately, nowadays more philosophers are will-
ing to use this term positively and call themselves consequentialists.47 
In this paper, I do not use the term “consequentialism” or “consequen-
tial evaluation” as negative labels. 

Furthermore, consequential evaluation is not a comprehensive moral 
theory. Some people think that consequentialism is a moral theory and 
the rightness of an action is merely determined by its consequences. 
For example, Martha Nussbaum generally agrees with Sen on the 
capability approach or even consequential evaluation, but she does not 
agree with consequentialism because she views “consequentialism as a 
comprehensive ethical theory and thus not (I hold) an acceptable source 

                                                                                                                                               

43 Chan, “Enhanced Interrogation, Consequential Evaluation, and Human Rights to 
Health,” 455–61. 

44 Sen, “Consequential Evaluation and Practical Reason,” 477. 
45 G. E. M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” Philosophy 33, no. 124 (1958): 

12. 
46 Sen, “Consequential Evaluation and Practical Reason,” 477–78. 
47 For example, see Philip Pettit, ed. Consequentialism (Aldershot: Dartmouth, 1993). 

See also Derek Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011). Parfit argues for a convergence among plausible forms of Kantianism, con-
tractualism, and consequentialism. In this sense, while he aims at more than just de-
fending consequentialism, he can be considered a sort of consequentialist. 
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of political principles in a pluralistic society.”48 Sen’s consequential 
evaluation is at most only a weak version of consequentialism, if one 
insists on using the label. That is, consequential evaluation is only a 
moral reasoning against (1) making consequence-independent 
judgements, and (2) moral constraints that deny trade-offs in every 
situation. This implies that consequential evaluation is even compatible 
with some versions of deontology, provided that no 
consequence-independent or trade-off-barred factors are involved.49 
One implication of Sen’s idea is that consequential evaluation is 
unavoidable in many debates on normative ethics, including the ethics 
of human rights. 

One may also wonder about the relationship between consequential 
evaluation and utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is the most famous version 
of consequentialism. Moreover, one of the basic components of utili-
tarianism is consequential evaluation. According to Sen, utilitarianism 
has three components: consequential evaluation, welfarism, and 
sum-ranking.50 Sen argues that most of the objections to utilitarianism 
target welfarism and sum-ranking only. Thus, he concludes that con-
sequential evaluation is not affected by those objections.51 For the 
purpose of this paper, there are two important reminders about this re-
lationship between consequential evaluation and utilitarianism. First, 
we need to realize that consequential evaluation is not utilitarianism, 
which means that I am not trying to develop a utilitarian argument for 
Christianity and human rights here. Second, although consequential 
evaluation is not utilitarianism, they are still closely related in many 
debates. I will borrow some discussions on utilitarianism and Christi-
anity to develop my argument. However, I will also point out clearly 
how consequential evaluation is different from utilitarianism in those 
discussions. 

Although defenders of consequential evaluation do not need to face 
those traditional challenges to utilitarianism, they do need to reply to 
other objections. The most important objection to consequential evalu-
ation is that it is unclear what values should be held in evaluating the 
consequences. In the presence of pluralistic values, this problem be-
comes more serious. Utilitarians do not have this problem because they 

                                                                                                                                               

48  Martha Nussbaum, “Capabilities, Entitlements, Rights: Supplementation and 
Critique,” Journal of Human Development and Capabilities 12, no. 1 (2011): 34. 

49 Sen, “Consequential Evaluation and Practical Reason,” 479–80. 
50 Sen, “Utilitarianism and Welfarism,” 464–68. 
51 Sen, “Consequential Evaluation and Practical Reason,” 502. 
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consider welfare (happiness) to be the only intrinsic good. Yet if we 
believe in pluralistic values, we must ask what they are and how to 
rank them when there are conflicts. 

Some philosophers such as Judith Jarvis Thomson think that it is 
impossible to have a complete list of good consequences and that the 
commensurable problem is unsolvable.52 Although Nussbaum is gen-
erally more optimistic and generous towards consequential evaluation 
than Thomson, she shares a similar concern regarding this particular 
problem.53 Sen’s response is to defend the possibility of incomplete 
ranking in consequential evaluation. That is, he argues that it is possi-
ble to compare and rank two consequences even if we do not have a 
complete list of good consequences.54 Another way to reply to Thom-
son’s challenge is to consider what pluralistic values we can have that 
hold the potential of good consequences. Although Derek Parfit devel-
ops his own argument independent of Sen’s idea, he also suggests an 
objective list theory which contains a list of good things.55 Indeed, 
Parfit has even successfully convinced Peter Singer, one of today’s 
most famous utilitarians, to change his position. Singer now believes 
that classical hedonistic utilitarianism may be better than preference 
utilitarianism. However, his position is not conclusive, and so far he 
has not totally rejected the possibility that pluralist consequentialism is 
a better option.56 In general, we may accept that consequential evalua-
tion allows good consequences in a pluralistic context. 
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The debate on consequential evaluation is still ongoing. For this pa-
per, I will limit the discussion to the consequential evaluation of human 
rights only. People usually think that human rights are “the rights that 
one has simply because one is a human being”57 or to “claim that there 
are human rights is to claim that all human beings, simply because they 
are human, have rights in this sense.”58 One may wonder how human 
rights can be compatible with consequential evaluation. On the side of 
consequential evaluation, it will not be a problem. The moral theory 
that is incompatible with absolute rights is utilitarianism. For example, 
Jeremy Bentham, the founder of utilitarianism, is strongly against nat-
ural rights, as he writes, “Natural rights is simple nonsense: natural and 
imprescriptible rights, rhetorical nonsense—nonsense upon stilts.”59 
John Stuart Mill also claims that the moral foundation of rights is utili-
ty. He writes, “To have a right, then, is, I conceive, to have something 
which society ought to defend me in the possession of. If the objector 
goes on to ask, why it ought? I can give him no other reason than gen-
eral utility.”60 However, as I have discussed above, consequential 
evaluation is different from utilitarianism. For Sen, consequential 
evaluation is sensitive to the importance of rights or human rights, not 
only because human rights can be incorporated into the reasoning of 
consequential evaluation and produce good consequences, but also be-
cause human rights are good consequences in themselves.61 

Let us now turn to human rights. Nowadays, there are two main 
views on human rights. One common view put forward by philoso-
phers is that human rights are absolute moral rights. An example in 
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history is the position of natural rights in the natural law tradition since 
Middle Ages. There are also contemporary philosophers who argue for 
absolute rights in different ways.62 Another view considers human 
rights as the rights in international legal documents and the most fa-
mous of these is the list of rights in the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (UDHR).63 These international human rights are morally 
significant in their practice, and they are not necessarily justified by 
absolute moral rights. Buchanan argues for such a view. He writes: 

International legal human rights are not the legal embodiments of a 
subset of moral human rights. Rather, they are what they are: legal 
rights; and legal rights need not be embodiments of corresponding 
moral rights. Nor need legal rights be justified by appealing to moral 
rights. Legal rights, as instrumental human creations, can serve a 
number of different purposes and can be justified by appeal to a 
number of different kinds of moral considerations, of which moral 
rights are only one.64 

Now we have at least two views on human rights: one asserts abso-
lute moral rights, and the other asserts international human rights. 
These two views are not mutually exclusive, but there are some differ-
ences between the two. The first view is that these two kinds of rights 
are not always equivalent. Some international human rights are not 
considered to be absolute moral rights. For example, if one only be-
lieves in Locke’s natural rights (that is, life, liberty, and private prop-
erty), one probably argues for a list of human rights that is much short-
er and more abstract than the list of rights in UDHR.65 For another 
example, Griffin argues that human rights protect normative agency66 
and evaluates the list of human rights on this basis. However, his list of 
human rights is also shorter than that of UDHR. In fact, he explicitly 
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rejects some rights in UDHR as human rights because they are irrele-
vant to normative agency. To illustrate, he has reservations on the 
rights outlined in Article 24 of UDHR, which specifies the “right to rest 
and leisure, [as] including reasonable limitation of working hours and 
periodic holidays with pay.” Griffin finds that this right is not neces-
sary for normative agency.67 Indeed, it is hard to consider the rights in 
Article 24 as absolute moral rights in any sense. 

The second difference is that international human rights may not be 
justified by appealing to absolute moral rights only. Buchanan argues 
that many moral and political philosophers (including Griffin and him-
self before 2013) have wrongly assumed that justification of interna-
tional human rights simply “mirrors” or resembles absolute moral 
rights.68 Buchanan calls this the “mirroring view” and argues against 
it. He thinks that we should focus on the importance of international 
legal human rights in practice. In order to justify such an idea, justifi-
cation of international human rights is usually pluralistic.69 Notice that 
Buchanan does not deny the possibility that some normative theories 
such as consequentialism could be the fundamental moral theories for 
plural justifications of international human rights. He simply argues 
that we should emphasize the moral significance of international hu-
man rights in practice.70 Yet it does not mean that international human 
rights can be justified by any reason or moral theory. Which reasons 
and theories are good enough to serve the purpose of plural justifica-
tions is the most important question for us to answer. For now, at least 
we can see that this reasoning is compatible with consequential evalua-
tion and pluralistic good consequences discussed above. Let me illus-
trate this idea by using an argument I have developed elsewhere. This 
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argument relates to the debate on political human rights and East Asian 
cultures, especially Confucianism. 

Among all the debates on political rights, those related to East Asian 
cultures are prominent. These include the Asian values debate of the 
1990s and the continuous human rights disputes between the Chinese 
and American governments. Although these debates are slightly dif-
ferent in contexts, they share a common concern about the conflict be-
tween human rights and East Asian cultures. Although East Asian cul-
tures mean more than just the Confucian tradition, people in these 
debates usually narrow down East Asian cultures to Confucianism.71 
The debates have two sides. On one side, some believe that political 
rights, such as political freedom and democracy, are still important in 
East Asia.72 On the other hand, some argue that political rights violate 
the values of East Asian cultures. Given that East Asian cultures should 
have priority in East Asia, political rights are not as important by com-
parison in East Asia.73 

Here I focus only on an argument I put forward in my PhD disserta-
tion, “An East and West Debate on Human Rights.”74 This argument 
was originally developed as a response to Bell’s challenge to political 
rights.75 My argument starts from the idea that not all human rights are 
denied in East Asia. Even Bell, who denies political rights in East Asia, 
thinks that some rights, such as those against torture or against slavery 
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(that is, physical security rights), are universal.76 He borrows Walzer’s 
idea of minimal values (or in Walzer’s term, “minimal and universal 
codes”) to support his view.77 What are these minimal values? I argue 
that a common, international standard that protects a dignified life fits 
easily into the idea of minimal threshold of human life. This idea is 
supported by a number of empirical findings as well.78 I call them 
“essential necessities of dignity,” and these necessities can be related to 
central capabilities in development ethics and the capability ap-
proach.79 

When I first developed this argument in previous works, I did not 
use consequential evaluation and did not focus exclusively on interna-
tional human rights. Similar to Buchanan before 2013, I assumed that 
the debate was about traditional moral rights, but more recent debates 
on the issue have shown that minimal values and dignity are better de-
fended by a consequential evaluation of international human rights. It 
is hard to defend political rights simply as traditional moral rights. If 
we assume that they are only traditional moral rights, then we should 
find an absolute moral foundation for these rights. However, neither the 
concepts of dignity nor minimal values could serve that purpose. In-
deed, recently more and more scholars have doubts about dignity as the 
only ground or justification for absolute moral rights. For example, 
Sangiovanni argues that “the idea of dignity cannot sustain our com-
mitment and its corresponding rights.”80 It would be hard also for 
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Confucianism to hold such an absolute view on dignity.81 Scholars can 
thus easily characterize such a view as Western-centric. 

Instead of the traditional view of moral rights, we can realize first 
the moral significance of international political rights in their practice, 
and then plural justifications for these rights. Roughly, political rights 
are those in Articles 18–21 in UDHR, and Articles 18, 19, 21, 22, and 
25 in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR).82 The Confucian notion of dignity and the minimal threshold 
of a dignified life are all included as part of consequential evaluation of 
plural justifications of international human rights. In this way, my 
argument will be more complete based on consequential evaluation. 
Dignity does not need to be a well-defined philosophical concept, but 
simply an ordinary term. The special status of dignity in human rights 
debates comes from international legal documents, as it is widely 
accepted in international documents, different cultural and religious 
traditions, including the Confucian tradition.83 The argument goes on 
to claim that items in physical security rights and political rights are 
essential necessities of a dignified life in a consequential sense. One 
example is that protections against torture are an essential necessity of 
dignity because a person’s dignity is violated by torture. In addition, if 
a person does not have freedom, it is also hard to claim that this person 
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has a dignified life. Therefore, both are important for dignity.84 Such 
an argument suggests a way to select one conflicting Confucian context 
over another in the framework of consequential evaluation.85 It also 
allows alternative reasons that justify human rights, as it is only a 
sufficient but not necessary condition for the justification of human 
rights. In other words, it is within the framework of plural justifications 
of international human rights.86 All these points have been developed 
in previous works, but they are better justified in consequential 
evaluation. In this way, the discussion shows that whether it is about 
Confucianism or other cultural traditions such as Ubuntu in Africa, 
consequential evaluation rather than cultural evaluation offers a more 
sound justification of international human rights.87 

 
IV.  APPLICATION OF THE CHRISTIAN APPROACH 

 
Although the argument discussed in the preceding section was origi-
nally developed as a response to East Asian challenges to human rights, 
the reasoning can be extended to other human rights debates as well. 
The Christian and Confucian traditions have some similarities in their 
application to human rights debates. Both involve the concept of dig-
nity, and both have some conflicting contexts regarding dignity and 
human rights within their own traditions. Nevertheless, there is also a 
major difference between the two. In the human rights debates on 
Confucianism, the controversy chiefly revolves around whether East 
Asian cultures endorse or deny political rights. However, in the Chris-
tian approach to human rights, people usually agree that political rights 
are important; they simply disagree on the interpretations of imago Dei 
and how these can be related to dignity and human rights. They also 
disagree on whether the Christian approach can be applied to every 
human right. In the following I will argue that consequential evaluation 
of international human rights can solve these disputes. 
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Does it make sense to assume the Christian approach as one of the 
justifications of international human rights? As I argued in previous 
sections, some scholars find this problematic. Should we include some 
Christian values? Or are Christian value categories simply too broad, 
allowing for anything as justification for international human rights? 
To answer these questions, we need to realize that the argument basing 
on consequential evaluation of international human rights works back 
and forth between the importance of international human rights in 
practice and the moral foundation behind it. That is, we start by the 
empirical judgements that international human rights are important in 
global politics in practice, and then we ask further questions about the 
moral justifications for them. Concepts such as imago Dei and dignity 
as minimal values are part of the plural justifications for international 
human rights, and international human rights are applications of these 
values in practice. 

In addition to the above practical reasoning, we also need to realize 
the important difference between international human rights and abso-
lute moral rights. As Buchanan says, it is not easy to distinguish be-
tween them.88 People often unintentionally assume that these rights are 
the same, and it is true that sometimes these rights overlap with each 
other; nevertheless, sometimes they are different, and it is better not to 
assume that international human rights must be justified by absolute 
rights or absolute moral theories. In a word, we cannot assume that 
they are the same, and we need to explain and justify them case by 
case. In the case of Waldron, Witte, and other scholars in the debates 
on Christianity and human rights, even if we assume that these scholars 
are correct in their interpretations of the Reformed tradition or other 
Christian thoughts, they have not clearly distinguished international 
human rights from traditional absolute moral rights. Most of their 
works assume that human rights are absolute rights, but sometimes 
they also mention human rights in the UDHR or other international 
documents.89 In this case it is crucial not to confuse them but distin-
guish between them. It will then become clear how concepts in the 
Christian tradition (especially the Reformed tradition) contribute to 
human rights debates. 

Let me apply the above ideas and further discuss Waldron’s three 
categories of objections, as these objections are typical problems in the 
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debates on Christianity and human rights. These objections to imago 
Dei and human rights are legitimate challenges if we assume that hu-
man rights are merely traditional absolute moral rights, and imago Dei 
is the only moral foundation of such human rights. However, these as-
sumptions are problematic. If we do not hold these assumptions, we 
can still use consequential evaluation of international human rights to 
fill in the gaps and respond to Waldron’s three objections successfully. 
The first objection comes from some secular political liberals who dis-
agree that human rights should be based on any single cultural or reli-
gious tradition. This objection assumes that there is only one way to 
justify international human rights. In consequential reasoning, plural 
justifications are needed for international human rights. Thus, it is bet-
ter to consolidate the support of different religions and cultures. 
Whether one should subscribe to Christianity (or any other particular 
religion or culture) is beyond the scope of this account. All we need is 
to admit that there are plural justifications, and one of them is a Chris-
tian account. 

The second and third objections focus on different interpretations of 
imago Dei, dignity, and other concepts in the Christian tradition. Since 
these are challenges within the Christian circle, let me respond to them 
together. First, we need to note that these objections are also challeng-
ing the belief that dignity is the only or major moral foundation of hu-
man rights. As mentioned before, Sangiovanni argues against dignity as 
the moral foundation. He has discussed dignity in the Christian tradition 
in detail to argue that such a concept is not sufficient to serve as the only 
ground or justification of human rights.90 Though Waldron’s objections 
are different from Sangiovanni’s in content and he does not totally deny 
the importance of imago Dei in human rights debates, his objections are 
parallel to Sangiovanni’s in doubting the interpretations of dignity and 
its position as the moral foundation of human rights. If we do not as-
sume that international human rights are equivalent to absolute moral 
rights or that they can only be justified by some absolute moral theo-
ries, it will be easier to explain the importance of dignity in human 
rights debates. We thus begin by emphasizing the importance of inter-
national human rights (such as political rights) in their practice, and 
then we find plural justifications for these international human rights. 
To achieve this, we also need to use consequential evaluation. It is 
within the framework of consequential evaluation that dignity is an 
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important consequence that is worth our moral consideration. Dignity 
is important because it is a minimal moral standard and threshold that 
no one should sink below, and each tradition (for example, Confucian-
ism, Reformation) has its own explanation and interpretation of digni-
ty.91 In other words, this fulfils the practical view to emphasize reli-
gious and cultural traditions in plural justifications of international 
human rights. 

Having the above reasoning in mind, we can then tackle the problem 
of different interpretations of imago Dei by different Christians (such 
as Calvin and Milton) in history. From the view of international human 
rights, it is acceptable to have conflicting concepts of imago Dei and 
dignity within the Reformed tradition as Waldron, Walker, or Witte has 
suggested. The situation is just like the human rights debates in East 
Asia, in which there are conflicting contexts. The key point is to realize 
the importance of leading a life of dignity as a good consequence, 
which includes maintaining a minimal moral standard that no one 
should sink below. Following this we can easily fill in the works of 
scholars such as Waldron and Witte to explain how political freedom 
and democracy are prerequisites for dignity and argue that these rights 
are morally significant in practice. This reasoning allows some excep-
tions in history since imago Dei or dignity is not assumed to be the on-
ly and absolute moral foundation of human rights. In other words, even 
though we find that Calvin or other Calvinists violated liberties and 
rights, and Milton did not totally agree with natural rights, these excep-
tions do not affect the consequential reasoning of imago Dei, dignity, 
and human rights. As this reasoning allows pluralistic justifications, the 
Christian approach to human rights can be accepted as one of them. 
This is based on the idea that we need to gain convergent support of 
human rights from different religious and cultural traditions, including 
the concept of imago Dei as an important source of dignity, and in turn 
a moral foundation of human rights in a consequential sense. In a word, 
this argument fills in the gap and links imago Dei and dignity in the 
Reformed tradition with international human rights by consequential 
evaluation. 

Now let me respond to two more possible objections to the above 
argument. In the preceding section I have already discussed how 
consequential evaluation is compatible with human rights. We now 
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turn our focus to the compatibility between consequential evaluation 
and Christian ethics. Is Christian ethics compatible with consequential 
evaluation? A common view is that Christian ethics is usually on the 
side of absolutism and therefore, even though human rights are not 
absolute rights, it is still problematic to use consequential evaluation to 
discuss the Christian approach to human rights. However, this is a 
misunderstanding of both Christian ethics and consequential 
evaluation. It is open for debate whether Christian ethics is simply a 
kind of absolutism. As Christianity has such a long tradition, some 
scholars believe that Christian ethics contain elements of three major 
moral theories—consequentialism, absolutism, and virtue ethics. For 
example, Robin discusses the concepts of goals, duties, and virtues in 
Christian ethics, which can be related to these three moral theories.92 
One should provide further evidence to demonstrate how Christian 
ethics is incompatible with moral theories other than absolutism. 

Here let us ignore virtue ethics (as it is not relevant to this paper) 
and focus on consequentialism in general and consequential evaluation 
in particular. Christian ethics is usually considered to be incompatible 
with some versions of consequentialism, especially utilitarianism. Yet 
such incompatibility is mainly due to some specific components of 
utilitarianism. Let me illustrate by discussing a debate between Peter 
Singer on the utilitarian side, and Charles Camosy, John Hare, and 
John Perry on the Christian side.93 These theologians have pointed out 
that utilitarianism may be more compatible with Christian ethics than 
Singer, a longstanding opponent of Christianity, admits. This point has 
gained credence since Singer has been convinced by Parfit and changed 
his view from non-cognitivism to non-naturalist objectivism: 
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[S]ince most Christian ethicists believe that ethical judgements can 
be true or false, my shift to ethical objectivism does reduce the gulf 
between us. A Christian could be a non-naturalist objectivist for ex-
actly the reasons that have led me to this position.94 

Although Singer does not agree with any religious position, his utili-
tarianism moves one step closer toward Christian ethics. More im-
portantly, once objectivism is no longer a point of disagreement, it is 
easier to see how consequential reasoning in utilitarianism is essential-
ly compatible with or even necessary for Christian ethics. Both 
Camosy and Hare have argued for the importance of consequential 
reasoning in Christian ethics. Particularly, John Hare has argued further 
how Christian ethics and consequential reasoning can solve the prob-
lem of preference utilitarianism, as pioneered by R. M. Hare—father of 
John Hare and dissertation supervisor of Singer.95 Although Singer 
disagrees on many points with Christian ethical approaches, he does 
not explicitly deny the compatibility of consequential reasoning with 
Christian ethics. From this literature, we can see that even though some 
components of utilitarianism are incompatible with Christian ethics, 
consequential evaluation is not one of them. In other words, Christian 
ethics does not deny consequential evaluation. 

In addition, this is consistent with Sen’s idea on consequential eval-
uation and pluralism as well. Although Sen does not directly address 
Christian ethics, he has pointed out that consequential evaluation is 
only a practical reasoning but not a comprehensive moral theory. Con-
sequential evaluation is compatible with most moral theories, including 
even some versions of deontology.96 Given that it allows plural values 
to be good consequences, there is no reason to believe that consequen-
tial evaluation denies Christian ethics. In a word, there is no objection 
from consequential evaluation to Christian ethics, or from Christian 
ethics to consequential evaluation. Therefore, it is safe to conclude that 
there is no conflict between consequential evaluation and Christian 
ethics whatsoever. 

Now let us turn to the second objection. Is this Christian approach to 
human rights simply appropriate for the justification of some interna-
tional human rights, such as political rights, but not all international 
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human rights? In other words, is this approach just an ad hoc argu-
ment? It is true that what I have done so far mainly focuses on political 
rights. Nevertheless, consequential evaluation of the Christian ap-
proach to human rights can explain and justify other human rights as 
well. In the following let me discuss human rights to health as an ex-
ample of economic, social, and cultural rights. 

Human rights to health are affirmed in many international docu-
ments, such as Article 25 of the UDHR and Article 12 of the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
and so these rights are also international human rights. People recog-
nize the importance of these rights and adopt plural justifications to 
explain and justify them. I have discussed some possible justifications 
elsewhere, but here let us focus on the Christian approach.97 Although 
scholars such as Witte and Waldron do not talk about human rights to 
health, or do so only in brief, other scholars such as Seiple argue for the 
Christian justification of human rights to health. For example, as men-
tioned in Section II, the obligation to help the poor is based on one of 
the core values in the Christian tradition, imago Dei. Since everyone 
has the image of God, everyone is worthy and should be honored and 
respected.98 Even Singer realizes that “when it comes to our obliga-
tions to help the poor, my views are substantially in harmony with 
mainstream Christian teachings.”99 It is also important to note that re-
ducing poverty is not only an economic issue but also a health issue. 
Human health is usually considered one of the key elements to measure 
a society’s level of development, especially when underdevelopment is 
defined as deprivation associated with poor/inadequate physical and 
mental health. For example, Sen and other scholars adopting a capabil-
ity approach have argued for health as an important dimension of capa-
bility, using health to measure the level of poverty and human devel-
opment in any given society.100 Based on the idea that health is an 
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important factor in reducing poverty, and one of the major obligations 
in Christian ethics is to help the poor, it is easy to connect these ideas 
to justify international human rights to health. In a word, this justifica-
tion is about how the obligation to help the poor is based on imago Dei 
and other Christian values: we can then use that as a moral foundation 
of human rights to health, and hence conclude that there is a Christian 
approach to international human rights to health. Again, this is based 
on consequential evaluation of plural justifications for international 
human rights. 

In this paper, I have argued that by adopting consequential evalua-
tion of international human rights, it is possible to find that Christian 
ideas, especially the concept of imago Dei and dignity in the Reformed 
tradition, play important roles in plural justifications of international 
human rights, such as political rights and human rights to health. While 
reconciling the divergent views on human rights will require substan-
tial commitment in the years to come, one should not ignore Christian 
approaches altogether. This reasoning is comparable with other ap-
proaches to human rights, such as those in the human rights debates in 
East Asia. It appears that both the Confucian tradition and the Christian 
tradition can join forces in consequential evaluation and develop a 
more complete view of international human rights. Nevertheless, argu-
ing for such a complete theory is beyond the scope of this paper. I look 
forward to doing further work on this topic in the future. 
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