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International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society, Vol. 13, No. 1, 1999 

II. Responses to the Global Ethic Project 

The Sacralization of the Humanism: A Theology 
for a Global Age 

Jos? Casanova 

Shortly after the turn of the century, ?mile Durkheim announced that 

the old gods were dying while new ones had not y?t been born and that 

"the cult of the individual" and the sacralization of humanity it entailed 
were bound to become the new religion of modern societies.1 Here Durk 

heim was simply following a long line of Enlightenment prophets, Saint 

Simon and Comte being the most prominent among them, who had assumed 

that a new religion of humanity would sooner or later replace the old 

theocentric religions. The triumph and the global expansion of human rights 
doctrines and movements at the end of the twentieth century seems to 

confirm at least part of their visions. What none of these prophets and 

founding fathers of positivist sociology could have anticipated was that, 

paradoxically, the old gods and the old religions were going to gain new 

life by becoming the carriers of the process of sacralization of humanity. 
Nowhere is this to be seen more clearly than in the transformation of 

Catholicism in the second half of the twentieth century. For centuries 
Counter-Reformation Catholicism had offered the most spirited, principled, 
fundamentalist, and apparently futile resistance to modern processes of 
secular differentiation in all the spheres. It fought militantly not only Protes 
tantism but the emergence of the modern system of sovereign states, modern 

science, capitalism, liberalism, the democratic revolutions, socialism, the 
sexual revolution. In brief, it had been the paradigmatic form of anti 

modern fundamentalist religion. 

Particularly, the Catholic Church had opposed the very notion of hu 
man rights since its emergence at the time of the American and French 
revolutions. Pope Pius VI viewed the Declaration of the Rights of Man by 
the French National Assembly as a direct attack at the Catholic Church. 

His 1791 papal Brief Caritas condemned the Declaration, stating that the 
formulation of the rights to freedom of religion and freedom of the press 
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as well as the Declaration on the Equality of all Men were contrary to 
the divine principles of the Church.2 Pope Gregory XVI reiterated the 

condemnation in his encyclicals Mirari vos (1832) and Singulari nos (1834). 
Pius IX included the principle of human rights and most modern freedoms 
in the Syllabus (1864) of errors, pronouncing them anathema and irreconcil 
able with the Catholic faith. The principle of religious freedom was particu 

larly odious since it implied making equal the true religion and the false 

ones, as well as the separation of church and state. 

Only in the 1960's, as part of the aggiornamento, did the Catholic 

Church at last accept human rights doctrines. John XXIIFs encyclical Pacem 
in Terris (1963) first adopted the modern discourse of human rights, which 

has remained thereafter part of every papal encyclical and of most episcopal 

pastoral letters.3 Papal pronouncements have consistently presented the 

protection of the human rights of every person as the moral foundation of 
a just social and political order, the substitution of dialogue and peaceful 

negotiation for violent confrontation as the means of resolving conflicts 

and just grievances between peoples and states, and universal human soli 

darity as the foundation for the construction of a just and fair national as 

well as international division of labor and a just and legitimate world 

order.4 Furthermore, while earlier encyclicals were usually addressed to 

the Catholic faithful, beginning with Pacem in Terris the popes have tended 

to address their pronouncements to the entire world and to all people. 
The Second Vatican Council's Declaration on Religious Freedom, 

Dignitatis Humanae, recognized the inalienable right of every individual 
to freedom of conscience, based on the sacred dignity of the human person. 

Significantly, the most eloquent voices in the crucial debate at the floor 

during the Council came from opposite blocs: from the American bishops, 
who unanimously defended religious freedom not only on grounds of practi 
cal expediency but rather on theological grounds provided to them by their 

peritus, the American theologian John Courtney Murray, and from Cardinal 

Karol Wojtyla from Cracow, who had learned from the experience of trying 
to defend the freedom of the church under communism that the best line 

of defense, both theoretically and practically, was the defense of the inalien 

able right of the human person to freedom of conscience. Theologically, 
this entailed the transformation of the principle of libertas ecclesiae which 

the church had guarded so zealously through the ages to the individual 

human person, from libertas ecclesiae to libertas personae.5 
From now on, the most effective way for the papacy to protect the 

freedom of the church worldwide would no longer be to enter into concor 

dats with individual states, trying to extract from both friendly and un 

friendly regimes the most favorable conditions possible for Catholic sub 

jects, but rather to proclaim urbi et orbi the sacred right of each and every 
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The Sacralization of the Humanum 23 

person to freedom of religion and to remind every government, not through 
discreet diplomatic channels but publicly, of their duty to protect this sacred 

human right. Particularly the present pope, John Paul II, has become an 

untiring world traveler proclaiming everywhere the sacred dignity of the 

human person. In the process, the pope could be transformed from being 
the Holy Father of all Catholics to becoming the common father of God's 

children and the self-appointed spokesperson for humanity, the defensor 
hominis. The pope has learned to play, perhaps more effectively than any 

competitor, the role of first citizen of a catholic i.e., global and universal 

human society. One could almost say that the pope is becoming the high 

priest of a new global civil religion of humanity.6 

Equally relevant from a world-historical perspective, in terms of the 

transformation of Catholic economic and political ethics, was the Second 

Vatican Council's Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 

World, Gaudium et Spes. This document represents the lifting of the Catho 

lic anathema that was hanging over modernity and the final acceptance of 

the legitimacy of the modern saeculum, of the modern age and of the 

modern world. This process of internal secularization entails in Weberian 

terms the change from an otherworldly to an innerworldly orientation. 

From now on, action on behalf of peace and justice and participation in 

the transformation of the world will become a constitutive dimension of 

the church's divine mission. In the last decades Catholic churches, Catholic 

movements, and Catholic elites everywhere have turned innerworldly with 

a vengeance. The role of the Catholic Church in recent transitions to 

democracy throughout the world is perhaps the most obvious manifestation 
of this new worldly engagement.7 Samuel Huntington has rightly pointed 
out that the so-called "third wave" of democratization was predominantly 
a Catholic one.8 

This is the proper historical context within which to view the lifework 

of the Swiss Catholic theologian Hans Kiing. One of the most prominent 
theologians of the Catholic aggiornamento, Kiing has dedicated his life to 
an ecumenical dialogue first with the other Christian churches, particularly 

with Protestantism, then with the other Abrahamic monotheistic religions, 
Judaism and Islam, and finally with the other world religions, Hinduism, 

Buddhism, and Confucianism. For over twenty years, since its inception in 

1964 as the quasi-official journal of liberal Catholic theology, Kiing served 
as one of the main editors of Concilium, being in charge of yearly special 
issues on "ecumenism" and on other controversial theological topics. His 

revisionist interpretations of traditional Catholic dogmas, particularly of 

those which presented the greatest obstacle to ecumenical dialogue, such 
as papal supremacy and infallibility, the nature of the church, the sacraments 

and the trinity, led him to open conflict with the church hierarchy, particu 

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.72.228 on Mon, 3 Dec 2012 12:58:33 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


24 Casanova 

larly after the accession of Karol Wojtyla to the Papacy and of Cardinal 

Ratzinger to the old post of modern "grand inquisitor." As a modern 

day Luther, however, he refused to recant his views, answering with the 

publication of his own twenty theses "On Being a Christian."9 Forbidden 

to teach Catholic theology, in 1980 he was forced to resign as professor of 

Dogmatic and Ecumenical Research from the faculty of Catholic Theology 
at the University of T?bingen, but continued as Director of the Institute 

of Ecumenical Research and became unattached Professor of Ecumenical 

Theology at the University of T?bingen. From the new position he began 
to pursue a new "global ethic" project in dialogue with liberal, often equally 

dissenting representatives of the other world religions. K?ng's recent book, 
A Global Ethic for Global Politics and Economics is only the latest, broadest 

and most updated statement of his Project Weltethos. To promote this 

project upon his retirement from the University of T?bingen, the Global 

Ethic Foundation, over which K?ng presides, was financed and founded 

by Count and Countess von der Groben. 

Although K?ng had long been preoccupied with the theological prob 
lem of reconciling the universal claims of salvation of the Catholic Church 

(extra ecclesia nulla salus) with the truth and salvation counterclaims of 

the other religions, his focus at first had been primarily on internal ecumen 

ism, that is, on internal dialogue between the Christian churches.10 Only in 

the 1980s did K?ng change his focus to external ecumenism, that is, to the 

dialogue between Christianity and the other world religions. It is from this 

new global perspective that the global ethic project emerged in the late 

1980s. One may distinguish the following milestones or phases in the formu 

lation of the project: 

1) The theological dialogue between Christianity and the World Reli 

gions, that grew out of a series of public lectures-dialogues at the University 
of T?bingen in 1982 between Hans K?ng and Josef van Ess, Heinrich von 

Stietencrom, and Heinz Bechert, experts respectively on Islam, Hinduism 

and Buddhism. 

2) The 1989 Paris UNESCO Colloquium on "World Religions, Human 

Rights and World Peace," with participation of representatives of the major 
world religions. 

3) K?ng's first formulation of a "new world ethic," published in Ger 

man as Projekt Weltethos (1990) and in English as Global Responsibility 

(1991), in conjunction with his 1990 lecture at the World Economic Forum 

in Davos. 

4) The "Declaration Toward a Global Ethic" adopted by the Second 

Parliament of the World's Religions in 1993 at Chicago. 

5) The 1997 publication of A Global Ethic for Global Politics and Eco 

nomics.11 
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The Sacralization of the Humanum 25 

Because this overly ambitious book incorporates all previous phases 
of the global ethic project, while adding whole new sections on geopolitics 
and economic globalization, it is important to disaggregate the various 

unevenly integrated components before attempting a critical evaluation. 

In the following I will attempt to reconstruct five moments as accumulative 

building blocks in the formulation of the final project. 

THE ECUMENICAL DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE 
WORLD RELIGIONS 

All its shortcomings notwithstanding, K?ng's pioneering effort at a 

theological-civilizational dialogue between the world religions represents 
a historical first and an indispensable point of departure for any further 

progress. The two most obvious shortcomings, recognized by K?ng himself, 

are, firstly, that it is not a true dialogue insofar as they are staged discussions 

between a Christian theologian and Western academic experts, portraying 
for a Western audience rather than representing theologically each of the 

other world religions; and, secondly, that the dialogue is still Christian- or 

Western-centric rather than truly ecumenical insofar as it entails separate 
critical interrogations of Christianity from the perspective of each of the 

other world religions and critical interrogations of each of the other world 

religions from the perspective of Christianity. Nevertheless, K?ng enters 

the exchange with a genuine open attitude that recognizes the other world 

religions as "dialogue partners of equal value and with equal rights."11 K?ng 
explicitly avoids both an absolutist Christian standpoint of superiority based 
on universalist truth claims which tends to view condescendingly the 

"truths" in other religions as natural approximations to the revealed 
"Truth" and a relativist indifferentist position of arbitrary pluralism which 
a priori accepts all religions as different variations and manifestations of 
the same Truth. Nor could or should the goal be the intellectual construction 
of a unified, syncretistic, esperanto-like world religion. According to K?ng, 
at this preliminary stage of the conversation the primary aim must be "to 

broaden our horizon of understanding and information/' to arrive slowly 
"not at an uncritical mishmash, but at a mutual critical enlightenment, 
stimulation, penetration, and enrichment of the various religious tradi 

tions."13 

In the summer of 1982 at the University of T?bingen paths of dialogue 
were initiated with Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. An ecumenical dia 

logue with the Religions of China using a similar format took place later 

between Hans K?ng and Julia Ching from the University of Toronto.14 

Missing in these conversations was Judaism, but the Jewish-Christian dia 
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logue was more established and widespread and K?ng himself had partici 

pated in it on various occasions.15 Only a revisionist dissident theologian 
like K?ng, with an attitude of both critical detachment and faithful dissent 

from one's own tradition, is perhaps in a position to interrogate honestly 
and critically one's own as well as the other traditions in mutual receptivity 
to the other's insights and truths and in mutual criticism of each other's 

questionable truths and claims. The aim of such an exercise should be to 

seek common, shared in-depth agreements while honestly acknowledging 
all fundamental disagreements. But in the process, K?ng appears ready to 

jettison cherished canonical beliefs and doctrines of the Catholic tradition 

as non-essential later accretions to the original essential foundational mes 

sage of Jesus. 

The main problem with such an approach is that only the most liberal 

and somewhat marginal representatives of each tradition may be ready 
to enter such an ecumenical dialogue. The more official, traditional or 

conservative representatives will tend to eschew such a dialogue as the 

irrelevant conversation of heretics and dissidents outside the mainstream 

faithful consensus of one's tradition. The liberals, in turn, will read such a 

response from one's own camp as a typical fundamentalist reaction, con 

firming the suspicion that it is easier to enter a dialogue with tolerant 

liberals from the other traditions than with the intolerant conservatives of 

one's own. The battle lines or culture wars are drawn not so much between 

the world religions or between the civilizations, as Huntington's "clash of 

civilizations" would have it, but rather between modernists and fundamen 

talists within each religion or within each civilization. According to K?ng, 
"the boundary between true and false today, even as Christians see it, no 

longer runs simply between Christianity and the other religions, but at least 

in part within each of the religions."16 
It was not clear yet at this initial stage of the ecumenical dialogue what 

the proper criteria for distinguishing between "true and false" within each 

religion ought to be, other than some ambiguous reference to the original, 
foundational, revelational truth essential to each of them, whether it be 

the Jesus on the Sermon on the Mount, or God's Word in the Qur'an, or 

the teachings of the Buddha Gautama. The purpose of the dialogue is still 

primarily intrinsically theological, that is, the common search for Truth and 

the Good. In this first stage one does not find the kind of global diagnosis 
of the times that would demand urgently the common search for a world 

ethic, though K?ng's "concluding word," "No World Peace Without Reli 

gious Peace," already points to an extra-theological purpose and motiva 

tion. In a nuclear age, confronted with the real possibility of an atomic 

holocaust, there emerges a new connection between ecumenism and world 

peace, that makes "this aspect of religious dialogue more important than 
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all the meticulous academic precision, theological subtlety, and intellectual 

sophistry."17 Once the alternative becomes peace in the ecumene (inhabited 

world) or destruction of the ecumene itself, "for the first time in history, 
it (ecumenical dialogue) has now taken on the character of an urgent 
desideratum for wold politics." According to K?ng, there will be no peace 

among the peoples of this world without peace among the religions. 
In the 1980s, when it was hard to find any serious political conflict 

anywhere in the world that did not seem to have some religious base, and 

when religious strife assumed again the character of a dangerous powder 

keg, religion was rediscovered by statesmen and political scientists as "the 

missing dimension of statecraft."18 In any case, whether viewed positively, 
as the basis for a global ethic and world peace, or negatively, as the source 

for the clash of civilizations, religion became geopolitically and scientifically 
relevant again. From now on, K?ng's slogan, "No World Peace without 

Peace Between the Religions," would become the best advertisement for 

his ecumenical enterprise. 

THE 1989 UNESCO COLLOQUIUM ON WORLD RELIGIONS, 
HUMAN RIGHTS AND WORLD PEACE 

In the above context, it was not difficult for K?ng to convince the 

Goethe Institute and UNESCO to organize a colloquium in Paris in Febru 

ary 1989 on "World Religions, Human Rights and World Peace." K?ng 
himself was asked to nominate the representatives of the various world 

religions and he wrote the core paper which formed the basis of the confer 
ence. The participants, all situated on the liberal periphery of their respec 
tive traditions, were asked to comment on the relationship between their 

respective religions and human rights on the basis of K?ng's paper.19 K?ng's 
collaborator, Karl-Josef Kuschel summarizes K?ng's thesis in the follow 

ing way: 

?Religions were, in the course of their history, not only bringers of peace but also 

bringers of strife. 

?The fanaticism and irreconcilability of religions were connected above all with 
the question of truth. 

?A conversation between religions on the question of truth is only promising if 

every religion is ready to exercise voluntary self-criticism. 

?Every religion has, first of all, its own criteria of judgement as to what is true or 

false, as for example the criterion for what is original and canonical. 

?Beyond these internal criteria: are there not also judgmental criteria of a general, 
ethical kind, according to which the truth or falseness of the respective religions 
can and must be judged?20 

It is at this point that K?ng presented his crucial thesis that "only a 

religion that promoted true humanity, humanitas, could be a true and good 
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religion ... true humanity is indeed the prerequisite of true religion, and 

humanitas is the minimum demand made of all religions. Religions which 

in themselves do not make human rights a reality are no longer credible 

today."21 

At first, K?ng's thesis met with misunderstanding and dissent since the 

representatives of the various religions reacted in predictable theocentric 

fashion, arguing that religion is always the relation of the human being to 

the Absolute, while K?ng's anthropocentric formulation seemed to invert 

the relationship. Moreover, representatives of the Eastern religions ob 

jected that the humanun?the result of European humanism influenced by 

Christianity?appeared to be a typically Western criterion. When pressed 
further, however, all representatives affirmed the possibility of basing hu 

manity on their own religious tradition, insisting that humanity, and by 

implication human rights, ought not to be seen as a Western invention.22 

Having attained this basic consensus, the project of a world ethic ecumeni 

cally grounded in the world religions could proceed further. 

K?NG'S PROJEKT WELTETHOS 

K?ng's Global Responsibility (1991) (published in German as Projekt 
Weltethos in 1990), of fers the first formulation of the thesis later elaborated 

in A Global Ethic for Global Politics and Economics. All the main compo 
nents and the basic structure of the later argument already appear here. It 

begins with a diagnosis of the times which K?ng presents in overly dramatic 

terms as a general crisis of modern societies entering a new age. This crisis 

is called one of "post modernization" and later called "globalization." 

K?ng claims that humanity has entered a new phase of its history and that 

this great epochal change demands a radical paradigm shift since what is 

at stake is the very survival of humanity itself. "The catastrophic economic, 

social, political and ecological developments of both the first and the second 

halves of the century necessitate a world ethic if humankind is to survive 

on this earth."23 

Without reference to ?mile Durkheim, K?ng postulates as a basic 

thesis, and which he assumes is generally agreed upon, that societies cannot 

function without a basic consensus of norms and values. Historical experi 
ence shows, he repeats again and again, that without a minimum moral 

consensus societies will fall either into chaos or dictatorship. Again without 

referring to Durkheim, he presents the problem of societal normative inte 

gration in stark Durkheimian terms as the problem of the origins and 

foundations of the moral obligation attached to all ethical norms. What 

provides the grounds for the categorical imperative, the unconditional oblig 
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atory character typical of ethical norms? Why do good and not evil? "What 

remains uncertain," according to K?ng, "is why I should follow such norms 

unconditionally i.e., in every case and everywhere?even where they run 

quite contrary to my interest?"24 To this basic question K?ng reasons like 

Durkheim. "An unconditional claim, a 'categorical' ought, cannot be de 

rived from the finite conditions of human existence, from human urgencies 
and needs."25 For Durkheim only the sacred can be the source of morality. 

As to the origins of the sacred, for Durkheim at least, "between God and 

society lies the choice." Not a true choice, of course, since for him God is 

nothing but a symbolic representation of society. As a theologian, however, 

K?ng views the same choice differently. "It is the one unconditional in 

all that is conditioned that can provide a basis for the absoluteness and 

universality of ethical demands, that primal ground, primal support, primal 

goal of human beings and the world that we call God."26 

K?ng's formulation of what he calls "the basic functions of religion" 
is, however, almost literally Durkheimian: 

?Religions speak with absolute authority, and they express this authority not only 
with words and concepts, teachings and dogmas, but also with symbols and prayers, 
rites and festivals?i.e. rationally and emotionally. 

?Religion can guarantee supreme values, unconditional norms, the deepest motiva 

tions and the highest ideals: the why and wherefore of our responsibility. 

?Through common symbols, rituals, experiences and goals, religion can create a 

sense of feeling at home, a sense of trust, faith, certainty, strength for the self, 

security and hope: a spiritual community and allegiance.27 

In the rest of his book K?ng sketches what he calls "an ideal pro 

gramme" for a world ethic. But he is well aware that two basic problems 
stand in the way of its actualization. First, given the great differences among 
the world religions over human conduct, moral values and basic moral 

convictions, how can a fundamental consensus be reached? This problem 
might have no solution were it not for the fact that, according to K?ng, a 

basic consensus already exists. The kind of global ethic which he proposes 
seeks to work out what is already common to the religions of the world 

despite their differences. "A global ethic represents the minimum of what 
the religions of the world already have in common now in the ethical 

sphere."28 This basic consensus can be found in the "golden rule" which 

according to K?ng is shared by all the world religions. Indeed, he quotes 

strikingly similar formulations of the golden rule found in Confucius, Rabbi 

Hillel, Jesus of Nazareth, the Qu'ran, Jainism, Buddhism, Hinduism.29 He 
understands Kant's categorical imperative as a "modernization, rationaliza 

tion, and secularization" of this golden rule and, therefore, as something 
that can be shared by believers and non-believers alike and could constitute 
the solid foundation for a human global ethic. 

The second problem, which K?ng never addresses convincingly, is that 
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of motivation. It is not enough to say that religion can do all the things 
mentioned above. Religion could of course, at least in principle, serve as 

the foundation for a global ethic. K?ng recognizes that "religions could do 

this if they wanted to."30 Since the common world ethic he proposes needs 

not only the great universal coalition of believers and non-believers but also 

the special commitment of the different religions, how is such motivation to 

be brought into effect? K?ng's solution was to convoke a Parliament of 

the World Religions and make them agree on a Declaration Toward a 

Global Ethic. 

THE DECLARATION OF THE PARLIAMENT OF THE 
WORLD RELIGIONS 

Since 1989 K?ng had been in contact with a local group in Chicago 
interested in organizing a centennial celebration of the First Parliament of 

the World Religions, which had taken place in October 1893 in conjunction 
with the World Colombian Exposition in Chicago at the four hundredth 

anniversary of the "discovery of America" by Columbus. Following the 

UNESCO colloquium, K?ng delivered similar lectures under the title "No 

Peace Among the Nations Without Peace Among the Religions" at the 

University of Chicago and at the University of Toronto. Subsequently, 

K?ng received an invitation from the newly formed Council for a Parliament 

of the World's Religions to draft the outline of a Declaration on a common 

ethic for the Parliament. This first initiative, however, did not have any 
immediate result. A second initiative from Leonard Swidler, Professor of 

Religion at Temple University and editor of the Journal of Ecumenical 

Studies, that took the form of a public appeal to compose a declaration on 

a global ethic, was signed by a prominent international group of theologians 
and religious scholars from most world religions and published at the Jour 

nal of Ecumenical Studies and at S?ddeutsche Zeitung in November 1991.31 

In February 1992 K?ng accepted a renewed official invitation from the 

Council for the World Parliament. After a series of consultations with 

his own "small consultative network" of religious scholars and following 

presentations at various international conferences, K?ng redacted the sec 

ond final draft of the Declaration Toward a Global Ethic. After approval 

by the Board of Trustees, the Declaration was presented for "discussion" 

and adoption, without the possibility of amendments, to the Assembly of 

the Parliament of the World's Religions meeting in Chicago from August 
28 to September 4, 1993. The discussion led to some heated debates of 

procedural and substantive issues. Procedurally, serious complaints were 

raised that the whole process was undemocratic. Also, four Jewish groups 
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withdrew their support protesting the presence of the Nation of Islam 

leader, Louis H. Farrakhan. Substantively, different religious groups raised 

various predictable objections to the content of the text. Christians and 

other monotheists complained that the Declaration made no reference to 

God, but soon it became clear that any such reference would have met 

with Buddhist resistance. Muslims objected that the section on the culture 

of non-violence did not emphasize enough the right of resistance. Muslims 

and others objected to explicit references to equal rights for women. Hindus 

complained that the language of the text was too Western. Native and 

African Americans tried to incorporate their grievances. But the no-amend 

ment rule was upheld. The motion of a Muslim to demote the status of the 

text from a "declaration" to a "working paper" also failed. At the end, an 

overwhelming majority of "delegates" and participants adopted the text 

without change, once it was termed an "Initial Document Toward a Global 

Ethic." A significant number of prominent religious leaders, including the 

Dalai Lama, Cardinal Bernardin of Chicago and representatives of the 

Vatican and the World Council of Churches, also added the authority of 

their signatures to the document.32 

The Declaration itself contains four sections: 

I. A statement of principle: "No new global order without a new 

global ethic." 

II. A fundamental demand: "Every human being must be treated hu 

manely." 

III. Four irrevocable directives: 
1. Commitment to a culture of non-violence and respect for life, de 

rived from the commandment You shall not kill! 

2. Commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just economic order, 
derived from the commandment You shall not steal! 

3. Commitment to a culture of tolerance and a life of truthfulness, 
derived from the commandment You shall not lie! 

4. Commitment to a culture of equal rights and partnership between 
men and women, derived from the commandment You shall not 

commit sexual immorality! 
IV. An invitation to all men and women to a transformation of conscious 

ness in accordance with these directives. 

The difficulties in reaching even such a basic consensus confirmed 

K?ng's conviction that a global ethic can offer only a minimal ethic, the 
least common denominator, while the sacred scriptures of each religion 
offer a maximal ethic. Nonetheless K?ng was satisfied that his three basic 

objectives were attained: 
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?No side put into question the need for a Declaration Toward a Global 

Ethic. 

?The basic ethical requirement that 'Every human being must be treated 

humanely' was accepted as a matter of course. 

?The Golden Rule was also accepted as a matter of course, confirming 
that "the common global ethic of the religions is not a new invention but 

only a new discovery.,"33 

K?ng is of course aware that the Declaration Toward a Global Ethic 

is only that, a declaration, and that it does not imply its realization. K?ng's 

hope is that "this document may set off a process which changes the 

behavior of men and women in the religions ... to make sure that this 

Declaration remains more than paper, that it is filled with life."34 It is 

questionable, however, whether K?ng's approach is conducive to the kind 

of mobilization of religious resources needed to implement his project. I 

have described in detail the process of elaboration of the declaration in 

order to point out that it was not the result of a grass-roots movement but 

rather the typical intellectual construction of religious scholars. It is true 

that K?ng also gathered the support of prominent religious leaders. But 

there is no evidence that any of them went back to their communities to 

organize a grass-roots movement around an ethic to which they subscribed 

cognitively. After all, they probably left reassured that their own maximal 

ethic already includes this minimal ethic. As a moral theologian concerned 

with the logic of moral reasoning and textual argumentation, K?ng seems 

to neglect the emotive dimension of ethical commitment, particularly that 

of collective action, which is so central in any sociological conception of 

religious ethics, be it Durkheimian or Weberian. In his discussion of "eco 

nomic ethics" Weber writes, 

This term does not bring into focus the ethical theories of theological compendia; 
for however important such compendia may be under certain circumstances, they 

merely serve as tools of knowledge. The term "economic ethic" points to the 

practical impulses for action which are founded in the psychological and pragmatic 
contexts of religions.35 

Having attained the ratification of the global ethic by the Parliament of 

the World's Religions, K?ng continued in the same vein seeking additional 

ratifications from "international figures from the world of politics, culture 

and religion." K?ng invited an impressive roster of statesmen, writers, 

religious leaders and religious scholars from all world religions to comment 

on the Declaration. The uplifting responses, confirming indeed the emerging 

global consensus on a civil religion of humanity, at least among international 

elites, have been collected in a book edited by K?ng, Yes to a Global Ethic?6 

Included are responses from statesmen such as Richard von Weizs?cker, 
Helmut Schmidt, Mary Robinson, Marti Ahtisaari, Teddy Kollek, Crown 
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Prince Hassan Bin Talil, Aung San Suu Kyi; from religious leaders of all 

the Christian churches such as Cardinals Franz K?nig, Paulo Evaristo Arns 

and Joseph Bernardin, Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew I, Anglican Arch 

bishops George Carey and Desmond Tutu; and from religious leaders and 

scholars of Judaism, Islam, and the Eastern Religions. The book ends with 
a text from Count K. K. von der Groben, "On the Establishment of a 

Global Ethic Foundation," where he writes, "After I came across Hans 

K?ng's book Global Responsibility, I kept thinking how the notion of a 

global ethic, which fascinates me, could be disseminated ... To this end, 

together with Professor K?ng I have created the Global Ethic Foundation. 

It is to be devoted to inter-cultural and inter-religious research, education 

and encounter."37 

A GLOBAL ETHIC FOR GLOBAL POLITICS AND ECONOMICS 

K?ng's book claims to offer a "realistic vision" or "overall view" of 

the future at a time when, he claims, "no one has a vision today."38 From 

this perspective the book is highly disappointing. It incorporates throughout 
the book all the moments of the global ethic project analyzed so far, now 

embedded within an analysis of theories of world politics and of global 
economics. It is this new material, which takes the form of a critical analysis 
of the available historical paradigms of geopolitics and national economics, 
which proves to be most disappointing. Moreover, the attempt to fuse 
the empirical-critical analysis of geopolitics and economics with ethical 

argumentation ultimately fails. K?ng argues convincingly for the need to 

bring ethical concerns back into both fields, but he is unable to show in 
concrete ways how this is to be done in an effective way. 

The section on global politics, the first half of the book, begins with 
a reconstruction of two competing paradigms of politics, the paradigm of 

power politics from Richelieu's raison d'?tat, through Bismarck's Realpoli 
tik, to Kissinger's geopolitics, which is contrasted with Wilsonian moralizing 
ideal politics. Both extreme positions are presented as unsatisfactory mod 
els. The "idealist" position is problematic because it leads to "a complete 
subordination of politics to ethics [that] does not do justice to the autonomy 
of politics and leads to irrationalism."39 The "realist" position, however, is 

equally unsatisfactory because "a complete detachment of politics from 
ethics violates the universality of ethics and leads to amoralism."40 K?ng 
proposes what he calls "a new paradigm of politics, which combines a sober 

perception of interests with a basic ethical orientation," a paradigm which 
he derives from Weber's ethic of responsibility, as a virtuous middle way 
between two extremes.41 
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The argument, while persuasive on face value, is neither new nor 

original and is presented in a dry academic style that reads like an introduc 

tion to political science textbook. Moreover, K?ng is unable to offer any 
concrete illustration of the workings of such a model of responsible politics 
in the real world. K?ng is well aware that even the appeal to "a sober 

perception of interests" is by no means unproblematic. Whose interests? 

Whose perception? K?ng points out that "the 'national' interest (power 

politics in foreign policy) often does not coincide at all with 'public' interest 

(a reform policy in domestic politics)."42 But without a convincing theory 
of democratic politics, which is surprisingly absent from the book, K?ng 
offers no formulation of the process through which the "national" and/or 

the "public" interest are or ought to be defined. Moreover, in an age of 

globalization, K?ng argues, there is a need to replace, or at least to supple 
ment, the old paradigms of geopolitics based on the modern system of 

competing sovereign territorial states with a new model of international 

politics which K?ng terms, following Carl Friedrich von Weizs?cker, "world 

domestic policy."43 What could such a model look like? It would not be 

fair to demand from K?ng an elaborate realistic vision. But at least, if the 

reference to world domestic policy is to be taken seriously, one would 

expect some discussion of some of the implications of adopting such a 

radically novel perspective. It certainly complicates even further the prob 
lem of defining what "a sober perception of interests" would be. At the 

very least, it challenges not only traditional claims of state sovereignty, but 

also received modern notions of national democratic politics and related 

conceptions of citizenship. 
One should not expect from K?ng, as a theologian, ready made answers 

to such issues. He rightly argues that the task of the moralist is not to 

provide concrete answers but rather to offer ethical guidelines. I only raise 

these issues here because K?ng's own incursion into contemporary political 
science debates opens them up for discussion, at least implicitly. But one 

might have expected a more convincing elaboration of "the basic ethical 

structure of the new paradigm of politics" on which he wants to concentrate 

his analysis. Following A. Riklin, he calls for a "synthesis of result-orien 

tated, institution-orientated and person-orientated political ethics."44 Re 

sults-orientated ethics refers to the need to take into account the anticipated 

consequences of one's action, this being the moment emphasized in Weber's 

ethic of responsibility. Institution-orientated ethics refers to the institutional 

mechanisms and democratic principles developed through history to 

counter the abuse of power, which Riklin sums up as the "six great inven 

tions": rule of law, division of powers, constitutional protection of individual 

rights, the principle of proportionality of means in the use of power, demo 

cratic participation, and equalization of power differences.45 
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Although it is at this level that further reflection on additional institu 

tional mechanisms for the further moralization of politics should take place, 

K?ng concentrates his ethical analysis on the third level of person-orien 
tated political ethics. K?ng restates again the central principle that "the 
human being must be the goal and criterion of politics: the human being, 

who should also become more humane in relations between peoples and 
states and also in relations with nature."46 But what does it mean to say 
that every human being must be treated humanely? How is this principle 
to be translated into modes of humane politics and humane economics? 

On this question, unfortunately, K?ng's book offers little guidance. He 

simply restates the four irrevocable directives adopted by the Parliament 
of the World's Religions: Have respect for life! Deal honestly and fairly! 
Speak and act truthfully! Respect and love one another!47 

I am not trying to argue that it would not make a crucial difference 
if everybody indeed were to follow these moral injunctions in their personal 
lives, in all social relations and in all spheres of life. But to expect that the 

moral-practical rationalization of the differentiated functionally autono 
mous spheres of modern societies will follow from the personal morality 
of individual actors reveals a great amount of ethical naivet?. K?ng misses 

completely Weber's analysis of the tensions and conflicts between an ethic 
of brotherliness and the dynamics of rationalization of the autonomous 
differentiated spheres of politics, economics, science, etc. Modern bureau 
cratic structures based on impersonal relations, whether systemic state 

institutions or impersonal market exchanges, cannot be made more humane 
or moral through the personal morality of individual actors. 

The problem becomes even more evident in his discussion of the global 
economy. Once again, he uses his standard formula of the third middle 

way between two extremes, this time presenting the post-World War II 
German social market economy as a middle way between economic ultralib 
eralism and socialist state economies. The significance of a social market 

economy resides in the fact that it combines "the principle of freedom in 
the market with that of social equilibrium."48 K?ng is of course aware that 
the adoption at the global level of such a model developed for national 
economies would presuppose the emergence of a world government, some 

thing which is, at this point at least, neither feasible nor desirable. What 
he proposes is "a global market economy which is politically obligated to 
humane and social goals," based on the principles of "the primacy of politics 
over the economy" and "the primacy of ethics over the economy and 

politics."49 K?ng's call for greater legal international regulation, which ech 
oes similar calls coming from many quarters, is of course a basic desidera 
tum. Not surprisingly, K?ng supports further the report by the UN Interna 
tional Commission on Global Governance and its proposal that "global 
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values must be the cornerstone of global governance" and that these ought 
to be based in turn on the Golden Rule. K?ng quotes approvingly from 

the commission's report that such a global ethic "would help humanize 

the impersonal workings of bureaucracies and markets and constrain the 

competitive and self-serving instincts of individuals and groups."50 
Here we encounter once again the three problems already mentioned: 

How is the process of humanization to take place? What grounds provide 

support for the idea of the sacred dignity of the human person? What are 

the sources of motivation for people to respond positively to the appeal 
to unite in support of a global ethic of common rights and shared responsibil 
ities? First of all, what defines economic and political structures as being 

more or less humane? and who is to do the defining? It seems to me that 

if, as K?ng proposes, the human being must be the goal and criterion, only 
the kind of discursive communicative ethic proposed by Habermas, rather 

than K?ng's appeal to individual personal morality, can offer an approxi 
mate answer. Humane is whatever all humans define as such. 

It is instructive to contrast K?ng's moral argumentation with the U.S. 

Catholic Bishops' 1986 Pastoral Letter Economic Justice for All. The Let 

ter's point of departure is the same as K?ng's. The dignity of the human 

person becomes the measure of all things. Accordingly, "every economic 

decision and institution" must be judged not only according to instrumental 

rational criteria, but also "in light of whether it protects or undermines the 

dignity of the human person." Every economic system has to be judged 

"by what it does for and to people and by how it permits all to participate 
in it."51 This means that there are no more "Catholic" solutions to social 

problems. Solutions can only be proposed for public debate, for experimen 
tation, and for adoption after a public consensus has been reached. Ac 

cording to the bishops: "There is certainly room for diversity of opinion 
in the Church and in the U.S. society on how to protect the human dignity 
and economic rights of all our brothers and sisters. In our view, however, 
there can be no legitimate disagreement on the basic moral objectives."52 
It follows that generalized discourse can be the only appropriate procedure 
for reaching agreement on how best to protect those basic moral objectives. 

That the bishops believe that the humanization of economic structures 

can be derived only from their democratization is clear by the way in which 

they present their letter as a contribution to a public debate over what they 

call, "A New American Experiment." They view the economic challenges 
of today in terms similar to the political challenges once confronting the 

Founding Fathers. "In order to create a new form of political democracy 

they were compelled to develop ways of thinking and political institutions 

that had never existed before."53 Similarly, in order to complete what the 

bishops call "the unfinished business of the American experiment" and 
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"to expand economic participation, broaden the sharing of economic power, 
and make economic decisions more accountable to the common good," it 

will be necessary to take steps as daring as those taken by the nation's 

founders when they created "structures of participation, mutual account 

ability, and widely distributed power to ensure the political rights and 

freedoms of all."54 Ultimately, the relevance of the letter does not derive 

from the particular economic policies the bishops propose. Even if after a 

public debate all the concrete proposals in the section, "Selected Economic 

Policy Issues," were discarded for not being particularly useful, the rele 

vance of the letter would still reside in the very proposal to extend public 
ethical discourse to the economic sphere. Such institution-oriented political 
ethics would seem to be more relevant for the task of subjecting modern 

economic structures to ethical principles than K?ng's person-oriented 
ethics. 

The question of the grounding of the sacred dignity of the human 

person is also problematic. For the Bishops as for K?ng it is grounded in 

the belief in a transcendent God the creator and in the belief in God's 

incarnation in Jesus. But what could serve as the transcendental ground 
for non-believers? "But how is the individual or group," K?ng asks," "to 

be given criteria if man himself is 'the measure of all things? . . .' Can 

human standards ultimately be given an irrefutable foundation if man wants 

to be completely his own measure and recognizes no norms, no normative 

authority which transcends humanity?"55 We have shown how K?ng, like 

Durkheim, invokes religion as the authoritative source of "a basic social 
consensus about ultimate values, without which modern pluralism will have 
a destructive effect."56 Yet as Niklas Luhmann's systems theory has shown, 

functionally differentiated modern societies do not require and are unlikely 
to have the kind of normative societal "positive" integration postulated 
by Durkheim.57 

In Public Religions in the Modern World, I suggested that modern 
social integration emerges in and through the discursive and agonic partici 

pation of individuals, groups, social movements, and institutions in a public 
yet undifferentiated sphere of civil society where the collective construction 
and reconstruction, contestation and affirmation of common normative 
structures?"the common good"?takes place. Unlike functionalist theo 
ries of normative societal integration, however, such a theory does not 

conceptualize modern civil societies as a homogeneous societal community 

sharing common norms and values but, rather, as a space and a process of 

public social interaction through which common norms and solidarities may 
be constructed and reconstructed. In other words, common norms cannot 

be presupposed as the premise and foundation of a modern social order 

but, rather, as the potential and always fragile outcome of a process of 
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communicative interaction. The relevance of K?ng's global ethic project, 
from such a perspective, lies not in the rediscovery of hidden truths shared 

be the world religions, proving that the consensus for such an ethic already 
exists, but rather in its contribution to public discussion. 

This does not mean that the reference to the world religions and to 

their normative traditions is therefore irrelevant. If the ecumenical dialogue 
initiated by K?ng contributes to a normative reflection within the world 

religions, that leads them to view human rights and modern freedoms not 

as a modern invention but as a rediscovery of their own truths, then indeed, 
like Protestantism before and Catholicism today, the other world religions 
could also become carriers of the process of sacralization of humanity. This 

in turn could help address the problem of motivation by adding to K?ng's 

cognitive construction of a global ethic the practical impulses for action 

which, according to Weber, are founded in the psychological and pragmatic 
contexts of religions. Here, however, it is the traditional religious leaders 

within each tradition who are in a better position to mobilize existing 

religious resources than liberal religious scholars like K?ng. 
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