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As The United States Congress wrestles with national health care policy, there is an intriguing debate 

occurring in our nation. “Is health care a human right?” Surprisingly, many contend that health care is not a 

human right and have written and spoken extensively to support this claim. 

For the Roman Catholic Church, the issue is indeed settled. Church Magisterial documents leave no 

doubt that “health care is a human right” along with other civil rights, civil liberties, and economic rights. How 

did the Roman Catholic Church arrive at her Teaching and how did others arrive at a contrary conclusion? 

Article 1 already presented the ministry of Jesus of Nazareth to the sick and diseased. 

First, the contrary argument, “Health Care is Not a Human Right”. In a Google search, I selected three 

articles from prominent and respectable institutions and publications to help me understand those claiming 

health care is not a human right. The search presented website articles from Freedomworks, Forbes Magazine 

and The Libertarian Standard. These articles were all written as the previous legislation “Affordable Care Act” 

(Obamacare) was argued before the United States Supreme Court. The full citations of these articles appear at 

the end of this article.  

The Libertarian View of Human Rights and Government 

This argument “health care is not a human right” flows from a libertarian political and philosophical 

point of view. Libertarians view human rights as preceding the establishment of government. That is, our 

human rights are established within us naturally and are not granted by government. Government has a 

responsibility to respect and protect these rights, but cannot remove them because they did not grant them in 

the first place.  

Libertarian principles differentiate “negative rights” from “positive rights”. As one writer articulates, “A 

negative right is a right to not have something done to us. The right to not be killed, the right to not have our 

property confiscated and the right to not have our speech punished are negative rights. These legitimate 

rights do not place obligations on anyone except to not infringe on the rights of others. Otherwise, people are 

free to do as they please… A positive right is a right to something such as health care, housing, and clothing.” 

(Freedomworks)  

Libertarians reject “positive rights” as legitimate rights because they impose an obligation on others to 

provide them if some do not have access to them. Therefore, material goods such as food, clothing, shelter, 

health care are regarded as “human needs” and not “human rights”. People are born with inherent negative 

rights as explained above. There are no inherent obligations on people except to respect other people’s 

negative rights. 

A libertarian view of society reduces government to an absolute minimum. Government has a 

responsibility to protect your personal life and your property. All have rights to pursue basic human needs 

(health care, food, clothing, shelter), but the government has no responsibility to provide that for you. If some 

people are motivated to charitable actions and help others with these needs, they have the right to do so. But 

government cannot coerce anyone to be charitable. A coercive government negates any sense of charity. The 

two are by definition mutually exclusive.  

So what happens if a family member is sick and the health care costs are beyond the family’s ability to 

pay for it? From the Libertarian Standard article, “Healthcare services can only be provided and can only be 

properly justified under arrangements that are voluntary and that do not violate negative human rights. Only 



two types of arrangements fit this description. One, under a free market in which producers and consumers of 

health freely buy and sell services. Two, under a charitable arrangement in which organizations financed by 

voluntary contributions from donors or by their own profitable ventures provide health services to those in 

need free of charge or at a discount.” 

Libertarianism peaked in the 1800’s Industrial Revolution. Unregulated markets marked massive 

economic growth across Europe and the United States, but also produced large gaps between “haves” and 

“have nots”. Unregulated markets also brought on child labor, dangerous working conditions and no security 

for workers injured on the job, laid off, or sick. With unregulated markets, industries and factories had no 

obligation to provide these benefits to workers. This lead to another revolution reacting to libertarianism, 

giving birth to the twin evils of fascism and communism in the twentieth century. 

Libertarian views are a significant part of our national political scene in different ways. As a general 

rule, the Democratic Party utilizes libertarian principles in such social issues as pornography, abortion, same 

sex marriage, and drug use particularly marijuana. This is especially true of the liberal wing of the party. As a 

general rule, the Republican Party utilizes libertarian principles with economic issues, health care, and also 

some social issues. This is especially true of the Tea Party wing of the Republican Party. 

There is a growing Libertarian Party in the United States viewing both political parties as too supportive 

of government intervention in people’s lives and offering a purer libertarian platform for economic, health 

care, and social issues. During last year’s presidential election, the Libertarian Party was represented by two 

former governors as their presidential and vice-presidential candidates (Gary Johnson and William Weld).  

Libertarianism is a highly principled set of beliefs and has an important voice in the development of a 

civil and free society. With the collapse of twentieth century totalitarianism, libertarian views provide an 

important reminder to the dangers of “crisis, fear and scapegoating” morphing legitimate governmental 

power into tyranny. This is especially true with rising tides of nationalism and demagogic populism sweeping 

across many nations in our world today. But Roman Catholicism finds libertarianism as well as fascism and 

communism highly deficient in their understanding of the human person and government. 

In upcoming articles, I will focus on the Roman Catholic foundational teaching on the human person 

and the role of government. Also, an article presenting two foundational Catholic social principles: solidarity 

and subsidiarity relating to health care. 

The Three Articles 

“Health Care is Not a Right”, BY JULIE BOROWSKI 

http://www.freedomworks.org/content/health-care-not-right-0 

“Healthcare Is Not a Human Right”, Gabriel E. Vidal,  

http://libertarianstandard.com/articles/gabriel-e-vidal/healthcare-is-not-a-human-right/ 

“Memo to the Supreme Court: Health Care Is Not a Right”, Richard M Salsma 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/richardsalsman/2012/04/03/memo-to-the-supreme-court-health-care-is-not-a-

right/2/#30d7fc2c121a 
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