
essays on religion and human rights

This collection of seminal essays by David Little addresses the subject of human
rights in relation to the historical settings in which its language was drafted and
adopted. In this book, which features five original essays, Little articulates his
long-standing view that fascist practices before and during World War II vivified
the wrongfulness of deliberately inflicting severe pain, injury, and destruction for
self-serving purposes and that the human rights corpus, developed in response,
was designed to outlaw all practices of arbitrary force.

Drawing on the natural rights tradition, the book contends that, although there
must be an accountable human rights standard, it should nevertheless guarantee
wide latitude for the expression and practice of religious and other conscientious
beliefs, consistent with outlawing arbitrary force. This book further details the
theoretical grounds of the relationship between religion and human rights, and it
concludes with essays on U.S. policy and the restraint of force in regard to terrorism
and to cases such as Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. With a foreword by John
Kelsay, this book stands as a capstone of the work of this influential writer on
religion, philosophy, and law.

David Little is a Research Fellow at the Berkley Center of Religion, Peace, and
International Affairs, Georgetown University. He retired in 2009 as Professor of
the Practice in Religion, Ethnicity, and International Conflict at Harvard Divinity
School and as an associate at the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs
at Harvard University. He was a member of the U.S. State Department Advisory
Committee on Religious Freedom Abroad from 1996 to 1998.
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Foreword

It is a pleasure to offer these brief remarks on this collection of David Little’s
essays on human rights. Although the scope of Little’s work over his long
career makes him a contributor to a number of disparate conversations, the
current volume points to interests he has been developing since the 1980s. In
some ways, one might even see this work as the point on which all his earlier
publications converge.

Commenting on an earlier version of this manuscript, an anonymous
reviewer wrote of Little’s distinctive voice. He or she suggested this distinc-
tiveness in particular with respect to studies in Christian ethics. And it is true:
David Little’s way of relating the sources of Christian practical reason to con-
temporary issues in public life is very different from that of Stanley Hauerwas,
James Gustafson, the late John Howard Yoder, or any number of other scholars
one might identify with Christian ethics as a field. But then, Little’s voice is
also distinctive when it comes to discussions of religion and law, domestic
and international politics, and the comparative study of ethics. Readers of the
current volume will quickly see this. I am confident they will also appreciate
the alternative that Little presents.

As an example, consider the discussion of the place of religion in the devel-
opment of notions of human rights. For some, the idea that this history is a
matter of marginalizing religion is regarded as a commonplace, hardly in need
of examination. This is so for people at both ends of a spectrum – that is, those
who judge that a gradual removal of notions of deity, invocations of scripture, or
of the voices of ecclesiastical authorities from public life constitutes a positive
phenomenon provide such an account. So do those who judge such removal as
a matter worthy of regret. In the essays collected here, Little provides evidence
that calls into question the common assumption of both groups. Referring read-
ers to Brian Tierney’s important work on the place of rights in late medieval
Europe, Little then proceeds to develop a detailed and persuasive account of

xiii
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xiv Foreword

the role of left-leaning Protestants in the elaboration and institutionalization
of the language of rights in England, the United States, and elsewhere.1 Cer-
tainly the contributions of those to whom Little draws attention do not stand
alone. The religious voice of Roger Williams, for example, must be joined to
the voices of others who, if they were not entirely secular, were certainly more
critics than developers of Christian or other forms of faith. Little’s point is
well taken, however. In the development of modern notions of human rights,
religious and secular voices alike played a role. At times competitors, at other
points in complementary relation, the creative interaction between religious
and secular views remains important to the present-day progress of human
rights, particularly in the international arena.

In one sense, the development of human rights as an aspect of international
politics constitutes the greatest chapter in the history of this vocabulary. It
also points to a number of very great challenges. And as it turns out, many
of these are related to the question of religion. Little has always emphasized
the importance of religion in matters related to legitimation. In this he follows
Max Weber, who taught us that, of all the varied sorts of work for which human
beings invoke religion, the most characteristic have to do with distinguishing
forms of order. Whether and how a given set of social-political realities reflects
“the way things ought to be” is, as a matter of historical fact, typically worked
out with reference to notions we would classify as religious. In this regard,
the important contributions of Little regarding the methods and purposes
of comparative studies of ethics are worth noting; they set the table for his
discussions of Islam and human rights in this volume and elsewhere.2 In
some sense, the proposal here is relatively simple and straightforward. In the
historic development of the human rights idea, those left-leaning Protestants
mentioned earlier focused on (1) a distinctive notion of faith as a work of God,
and thus not susceptible of compulsion by human beings; (2) an account
of conscience as both the arena of God’s work of enabling individuals in
the matter of faith and also as a personal or “private monitor” by which
one evaluates courses of action one has or contemplates undertaking; and

1 For Tierney’s work on the medieval background, see The Idea of Natural Rights (Grand Rapids,
MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2001), as well as Religion, Law, and the Growth of Constitutional
Thought 1150–1650 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982).

2 Among others, see David Little, “Max Weber and the Comparative Study of Religious Ethics,”
Journal of Religious Ethics 2/2 (1974): 5–40; David Little and Sumner B. Twiss, Comparative
Religious Ethics (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978); and David Little, John Kelsay, and
Abdulaziz Sachedina, Human Rights and the Conflict of Cultures (Columbia, SC: University
of South Carolina, 1988). The last most closely approximates the approach Little takes in this
volume.
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Foreword xv

(3) a concept of natural law, by which all human beings know of and are
accountable to a few, very basic moral notions – do not murder, do not steal,
and the other directives identified with the “second table” of the Decalogue.
Taken together, these notions suggested the rightness or legitimacy of a form
of order in which the power of governments to enforce religious or other forms
of belief should be restricted; as well, those articulating these ideas pointed
to the possibility of what we would now describe as a religiously pluralistic
society.

With respect to the global possibilities of human rights norms, Little begins
by investigating whether or not the set of notions developed by the left-leaning
Protestants might be present in other traditions – at least, by way of analogy.
In the case of Islam, for example, one should consider a number of Qur’anic
verses in which God instructs the Prophet regarding matters of faith. “Had
your Lord willed, all the people on earth would have believed.” Faith is a work
of God, not of human beings. As such, “there is no compulsion in religion.”
Unwilling faith is an impossibility.3

Then, too, the Qur’an speaks frequently of the “heart” or the “self” in ways
that remind one of the discourse on conscience. God is the one who “created
the self [al-nafs] and inspired it with knowledge of right and wrong.”4 Such
knowledge, while confirmed through revelation, is available on “reflection,”
that is, through the use of ordinary capacities. In particular, when the text
mentions adherence to the “well known,” the reference is to a set of proprieties
tied to the coordination of social life. As with the notion of natural law, these
properties involve prohibitions of murder, theft, and wrongful sexual activity.
They also prescribe truthful speech and care for parents.5

On Little’s count, these aspects of Islam suggest the possibility of a pro–
human rights position. In this he is joined by a number of contemporary
Muslim scholars, and his discussions of work by Abulaziz Sachedina and
Abdullahi an-Na‘im have an important place in this collection of essays. Nor is
Islam the only case discussed. Here, as elsewhere, Little takes up material from
Judaism, Buddhism, and other traditions. In this he is able to draw usefully
on material developed in slightly different ways in the various publications
associated with his direction of the Project on Religion, Nationalism, and
Intolerance at the United States Institute of Peace.6

3 Qur’an 10: 99; 2: 256.
4 Qur’an 91: 7–8.
5 Cf., among others, Qur’an 2: 83, 110, 195, 197, 215.
6 Cf., for example, David Little, Sri Lanka: The Invention of Enmity (Washington, DC: United

States Institute of Peace, 1994); idem, Ukraine: The Legacy of Intolerance (Washington, DC:
United States Institute of Peace, 1991).
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xvi Foreword

Throughout these essays, Little explores the prospects for the international
regime of human rights outlined in the various UN declarations and conven-
tions produced in the aftermath of World War II. As an historical matter, these
texts represent an attempt to name the wrongs done during that conflict and
to promote a kind of social order by which these wrongs might be avoided.
Little makes much of this. He believes one can say more, however. As he
has it, agreement on the wrongs of National Socialism on the part of those
drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights invites us to consider the
possibility that the vocabulary of human rights is not only a matter of historical
construction but also points to something about the nature of human beings.
This leads to the argument developed in “Ground to Stand On,” the essay
that opens this collection. As well, various criticisms of this argument, which
in some sense counts as Little’s development of the historic notion of natural
law, are addressed in an epilogue.

Some will be convinced by this argument regarding the foundations of
human rights claims. Other readers will prefer to stay with history, and thus to
focus on the many ways by which Little’s essays clarify and extend the project of
international human rights. I think that all will find here that distinctive voice
already mentioned. Speaking as one of the many people who count David
Little as teacher, colleague, and friend, I am very pleased by the publication
of this book and commend the clear and passionate vision of its author.

John Kelsay
Florida State University

May 19, 2014
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