
Health Care is a Human Right: Article 4 

 By Father Mike Seavey 

Unless otherwise indicated, all citations and paragraph numbers refer to the Compendium of the Social 

Doctrine of the Church, issued by the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Libereria Editrice Vaticana, 2004. 

This is the official catechism for The Catholic Church’s teachings on social justice, the only section of Catholic 

moral theology to have its own catechism. Anyone interested in reading these paragraphs can use the website: 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_2006052

6_compendio-dott-soc_en.html. I would also be happy to provide the actual paragraphs either by email or 

postal mail. 

Subsidiarity and Solidarity: Two Essential Principles 

In her development of social justice teaching, The Catholic Church speaks of “interdependence” and 

“networks of relationships” to describe the natural human living situation. “Interdependence” moves between 

“independence” and “dependence”. We cannot flourish on our own without anyone else’s assistance, 

guidance, or mentoring. Neither are we completely helpless in becoming the person God has created us to be. 

Rather, we are connected to each other and responsible to assist each other’s journey of human flourishing. 

“Interdependence” is often best lived out through “networks of relationships”.  

These “networks” include various human gatherings in all social contexts: economic, political, 

professional, sports, arts, education, religious. Some of these “networks of relationships” would include: 

family, friendships, worshipping communities, labor unions, chambers of commerce, professional 

organizations, parent/teacher organizations, sports leagues, arts and theater support organizations, political 

parties, neighborhood associations, ethnic organizations, Alcoholics Anonymous and other support groups.  

Catholicism sees these gatherings of people for common causes essential for the “common good” and 

therefore essential for social peace and development. (#185, 192) This “interdependence”, manifested in 

“networks of relationships”, is supported by two essential Catholic moral principles: “subsidiarity” and 

“solidarity”.  

The Principle of Subsidiarity (#185-188) 

Subsidiarity is a moral principle in Catholic Social Teaching. This moral principle counterweights any 

tendencies toward totalitarian or “statist” forms of society and government. Subsidiarity requires decision 

making at the lowest level of authority. Decisions left to the person should not be made by other institutions or levels of 

government. Decisions properly left to local communities should not be made by higher levels of government. Decisions 

best left to the family should not be made by any level of government.  

This can certainly be applied to health care. Most every form of proposed national health care policy insists that 

people remain able to choose their own physicians, and together with their physician make decisions regarding their 

health. But there are caveats. For example, if a physician and patient decide for a series of expensive tests, the question 

needs to be asked of “who is paying for all this?” If there are third party payments (insurance companies or government 

funds) utilized, do these third parties have a right to question, overrule, or substitute their own medical wisdom for the 

wisdom of the physician and patient? If someone accepts third party payments for their health care costs, are they 

giving up certain rights regarding subsidiarity and the right to make their own health decisions?  

Should there be one national health care policy for all Americans, or does it make sense to allow more flexibility 

at the state and local level? Are the health needs of people living in Maine the same as people living in Louisiana? How 

can people be empowered to provide better preventative health care? How do diet, work related illnesses and 

accidents, proper exercise, and other personal lifestyle choices affect the total health care needs of all people? These 
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are but a few of the many incredibly complex questions Congressional leaders try to sort out in writing national health 

care policy. 

Subsidiarity also works in reverse. If a local family, community, or other institution is incapable of handling a 

difficult situation, help and assistance needs to come from another higher level of authority. This is true in times of 

natural disaster such as floods or earthquakes. Local governments are often devastated and unable to respond to 

massive immediate needs, requiring state and federal resources to help heal and restore communities.  

Regarding health care, families in poverty and people with pre-existing conditions are most often unable to pay 

market rate premiums for needed health insurance. This requires action at higher levels of government. While this does 

not negate local efforts to care for these families, assistance will almost certainly be needed beyond local means. 

The Principle of Solidarity (#192-196)  

See also Catechism of the Catholic Church (#1939-1942) Pope St. John Paul II On Social Concerns (#38-40) 

Solidarity is a moral principle in Catholic Social Teaching. This moral principle counterbalances any 

tendencies toward the “rugged individualist” forms of society and government. Solidarity reminds people of 

the rights and responsibilities regarding the common good and everyone’s right to participation in the social, 

economic, and political spheres of life.  

Comparing it to a more religious term, it is safe to say that “solidarity” is a moral principle comparable 

to “communion”. The baptized person has a communion of life with the Risen Lord and a communion of life 

with all other baptized (Church). The human person has solidarity with all other people. Both “communion” 

and “solidarity” list rights and responsibilities inherent in those relationships. The “networks of relationships” 

listed above require an attitude of solidarity. One is drawn to these groups for common support and to offer 

common assistance.  

Those who are poor and those with pre-existing condition cannot afford insurance premiums.  Those 

costs need to be shared among the general population. This is a form of solidarity. Solidarity and Subsidiarity 

are not designed simply to hold each other in tension as some balancing act maintaining equilibrium. These 

moral principles work powerfully together and bring the best of Catholic Social Teaching to bear great fruit in 

the works of justice.  

Subsidiarity and Solidarity and The Human Right to Health Care 

For the past few weeks, I have tried to work out examples applying these two moral principles of 

“subsidiarity” and “solidarity” to health care issues, particularly regarding health care as a human right. Finally, 

it dawned on me, that this portion of the series need not be my contribution. Perhaps the many Catholics who 

are health care professionals, insurance officials, and especially Catholics experiencing health needs and the 

ability to access health care services are the best potential contributors.  

Next week’s final article: Charity of Justice? will also provide opportunities for parishioners to submit 

their own thoughts on how “subsidiarity and solidarity” assist in making health care a human right. How can 

parishes or other Catholic institutions contribute to providing all people with their right to access basic health 

care. How have these articles helped you to better inform your own thoughts regarding government efforts to 

provide access to basic health care? How have these articles helped you to see the private sector’s 

contribution to this national goal? 


