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ABSTRACT 

‘Dignity’ holds a controversial place in contemporary debates in ethics, poli-
cy, and studies in human personhood. Is ‘dignity’ a property predicated of 
something called ‘human’? Is it something humans have by virtue of being 
human, or by virtue of existing as humans? Can it be damaged, or taken 
away? And does discussion of the term add anything at all to our under-
standing of how to treat other human beings, or is it a useless term? Here we 
see that when viewed from a Kantian and Christian perspective, ‘dignity’ is 
best understood as an orienting term which distinguishes not the or a basic 
set of features which separate humans from everything else, or some humans 
from some others, but rather an orientation which calls attention to the hu-
mane vs. inhumane way of life to which we commit ourselves when we as-
cribe dignity to others and ourselves. From a Christian point of view, this 
humane way of life is a consequence of acknowledging the basic passivity of 
human life with respect to what is made possible in and for us through the 
gift of the love of God. 
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1. A CONTROVERSIAL ISSUE 

In recent years human dignity has become a central and controversial is-
sue in legal, political, moral, philosophical, and theological debates. Some 
take human dignity to be the fundamental ‘right to have rights’ that under-
pins all our other rights and duties, whether laid down in a written constitu-
tion or not.1 Others dismiss it as a useless and harmful notion that adds noth-
ing substantive to the understanding of our rights but rather obfuscates the 
ideas of human rights, freedom, justice, and equality.2 In democratic societies 
‘our rights are constrained by respect for the rights of others. My rights corre-
late with your duties; your rights correlate with my duties. So when rights are 
equal, each person has duties in regard to the rights of others.’3 This correla-
tion of rights and duties among members of modern society is an important 
insight. But all we need to state and justify it are the ideas of freedom, justice, 
and equality, but not, however, the ‘Reappraisal of an Ancient Legal Concept’ 
such as human dignity.4 We can do without it; and we should. 

However, the history of human rights discourse in the 20th century tells 
a different story. Respect for human dignity is a central idea in The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. It plays a foundational role in a growing num-
ber of national constitutions, most notably in Article 1 (1) of the German Basic 
Law. It lies at the center of many contemporary debates in bioethics, the eth-
ics of war, or the ethics of care. It plays the key role ‘in the emerging interna-
tional biomedical law.’5 And it is invoked by human rights groups and net-
works across the world who ‘wish to stimulate systemic change, globally and 
locally, to open space for dignity and mutual respect and esteem to take root 
and grow, thus ending humiliating practices and breaking cycles of humilia-
tion throughout the world.’6 The history of the idea reaches back through the 
enlightenment (Immanuel Kant) and renaissance humanism (Pico della Mi-
randola) to Roman antiquity (dignitas, honor, potestas, maiestas, decus). It 
                                                      

1
 Cf. David Dyzenhaus, ‘Dignity in Administrative Law: Judicial Deference in a Culture of Justifi-

cation’ (October 1, 2011). 23rd McDonald Lecture (2011) [http://ssrn.com/abstract=2029818, 2]. 
2
 Ruth Macklin, ‘Dignity is a useless concept. It means no more than respect for persons or their 

autonomy,’ in British Medical Journal  327 (2003) 1419–1420; Steven Pinker, ‘The Stupidity of Dignity,’ 
[http://richarddawkins.net/articles/2567]. 

3
 Jeremy Waldron, ‘Dignity, Rights, and Responsibilities,’ Max Weber Lecture EUI: May 2010, 

[http://ssrn.com/abstract=1710759], 4. 
4
 Stéphanie Hennette-Vauchez, ‘A Human Dignitas? The Contemporary Principle of Human 

Dignity as a Mere Reappraisal of an Ancient Legal Concept’ [http://ssrn.com/abstract=1303427] . 
5
 Roberto Andorno, ‘Human dignity and human rights as a common ground for a global bioeth-

ics,’ in Journal of Medicine and Philosophy 34 (2009), 223–40,  esp. 226. 
6
 Human Dignity and Humiliation Studies [http://www.humiliationstudies.org]. 
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did not function centrally in the Christian tradition before the 20th century. 
But since the Second World War it has won growing public momentum by 
playing a major role in constitutions and international legal declarations.7 
This is where we must start if we want to understand the contemporary de-
bates about human dignity. What exactly is the role it plays in those constitu-
tional documents, and what does ‘human dignity’ mean there? 
 

 

2. A RIGHT TO DIGNITY VS. RIGHTS BASED ON DIGNITY 

The answer is not easy. There is no clear legal definition of the term in 
any of these documents,8 and the way they refer to it is ambiguous. In the 
preamble of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights the ‘recognition of 
the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of 
the human family’ is called ‘the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in 
the world.’9 Similarly Article 1 states: ‘All human beings are born free and 
equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience 
and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.’10 But then we 
are also told to make every effort to safeguard the inherent dignity of human 
beings and make it the fundamental right of rights, the right that grounds all 
others.11 Thus, on the one hand, dignity ‘is what some of our rights are rights 
to,’ on the other hand, ‘dignity is also what grounds all of our rights.’12 Hu-
man rights are said to, ‘derive from the inherent dignity of the human per-
son,’13 but people are also held to have a right to be protected against ‘degrad-
ing treatment’ and ‘outrages on personal dignity.’14 

                                                      
7
 Cf. the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights (October 19, 2005) 

[http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=31058&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html]. 
8
 Bartha Maria Knoppers, Human Dignity and Genetic Heritage: Study Paper (Law Reform Com-

mission of Canada, 1991) 2: ‘Those provisions concerning human dignity have not been authoritatively 
interpreted or applied by any of the competent, independent, international institutions.’ 

9
 The Un i versa l  Declara t ion of  Hum an Rights ,  Preamble  

[http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml] (accessed September 7, 2012). 
10

 Ibid. Article 1. 
11
 According to Klaus Dicke, ‘The Founding Function of Human Dignity in the Universal Dec-

laration of Human Rights,’ in: David Kretzmer and Eckart Klein (eds.) The Concept of Human Dignity in 
Human Rights Discourse (Leiden 2002), 111, ‘dignity’ conveys ‘a formal, transcendental norm to legitim-
ize human rights claims’: it is the right to have rights and as such grounds (all) other rights. 

12
 Jeremy Waldron, ‘Dignity, Rank, and Rights: The 2009 Tanner Lectures at UC Berkeley’ 

[http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1461220, 5] 
13

 The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Preamble 
14

 Geneva Conventions, Common Article 3. 
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To some this ‘blurring of the distinction between content (“a right to 
dignity”) and justification (“rights based on dignity”)’15 looks like an equivoca-
tion similar to the one Jeremy Bentham made fun of with respect to ‘liberty.’ 
To quote a recent commentator:  

Defenders of natural rights would say that men are born free, Bentham obser-
ved, but then complain in the name of rights that so many of them were born 
into slavery. If challenged to justify their demands for liberty, they would cite 
human liberty as the ground of these demands. But liberty, which they were 
citing as an existent justification for rights, was also what they were demand-
ing, and because they thought they had to demand it, they were acknowledg-
ing that men were not free. So what became of the alleged justification for their 
claim? ‘Men ought to be free because they are free, even though they are not’ – 
was that the claim? Such reasoning, which Bentham called ‘absurd and misera-

ble nonsense,’
16

 seemed to veer between the incoherent and the tautological. 
And the dual usage of ‘dignity’ appears to partake of this logic ... As Bentham 
said (not specifically about dignity but in an analogous context): ‘It is from be-
ginning to end so much flat assertion: it neither has anything to do with reason 
nor will endure the mention of it. It lays down as a fundamental and inviolable 

principle whatever is in dispute.’
17

 

But this dispute is spurious. It is perfectly possible to understand human 
dignity as a fundamental right (the right of rights) on which other rights are 
based without falling into inconsistency, but whether one can or should 
claim that all other rights are based on dignity is a different matter. But 
rights can only function as rights if they are clearly defined: Unclear formula-
tions and vague terms make an alleged right pointless. If we do not know 
what the statement of an alleged right means or involves, we cannot use it in 
legal practice or in deciding cases. However, the term ‘dignity’ or ‘human 
dignity’ is not defined in the legal documents cited nor does there seem to 
exist a canonical definition of the term in the law.18  

 

 

                                                      
15

 Waldron, ‘Dignity, Rank, and Rights,’ 4. 
16

 Jeremy Bentham, Anarchical Fallacies, in: Jeremy Waldron (ed.) Nonsense upon Stilts: Ben-
tham, Burke and Marx on the Rights of Man (London 1987), 50. 

17
 Waldron, ‘Dignity, Rank, and Rights,’ 4–5, quoting Bentham, Anarchical Fallacies, 74. 

18
 Oscar Schachter, ‘Human Dignity as a Normative Concept,’ American Journal of International 

Law, 77 (1983) 849: ‘We do not find an explicit definition of the expression “dignity of the human per-
son” in international instruments or (as far as I know) in national law. Its intrinsic meaning has been 
left to intuitive understanding, conditioned in large measure by cultural factors.’ 
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3. HUMAN DIGNITY VS. THE DIGNITY OF HUMAN BEINGS 

This has been lamented as a highly problematic deficiency (especially by 
criminal lawyers and judges who have to decide cases), or defended as an 
important feature of the functioning of the term in a constitutional context 
(especially by constitutional lawyers who look at the moral foundation and 
political role of constitutions in state and society). The German Grundge-
setz,19 one of the first and most influential constitutions using the term ‘hu-
man dignity,’ states without much ado in Article 1 Paragraph 1: ‘Human digni-
ty shall be inviolable. To respect and protect it shall be the duty of all state 
authority.’20 The German version puts it even more categorically by using 
indicative language: ‘Die Würde des Menschen ist unantastbar . Sie zu achten 
und zu schützen ist Verpflich tung aller staatlichen Gewalt’: ‘Human dignity 
[the dignity of the human being] is inviolable [or ‘untouchable’ or ‘non-
negotiable’]. To respect and protect it is the duty of all state authority.’ It is 
clear that the first sentence states an absolute principle in a categorical way. 
However, we are not told what ‘human dignity’ means. 

There was conflict about this from the beginning. Carlo Schmid, one of 
the most influential members of the Parliamentary Council that drafted the 
Constitution, insisted that the term ‘should be defined.’21 Theodor Heuss, on 
the other hand, the first president of the republic, defended the first sentence 
as a ‘non-interpreted thesis.’22 The term, he insisted, should not be defined. 
He declared that ‘Human dignity must rest in itself. It must not be derived 
from any governmental position.’23  

This opened the door to an ongoing dispute in German constitutional 
scholarship and jurisprudence.24 In 1952 Günter Dürig argued that ‘Having 

                                                      
19

 For the following cf. Christoph Groos, Innere Freiheit. Eine Rekonstruktion des grundgesetzli-
chen Würdebegriffs (Göttingen 2011). 

20
 I follow the official translation of the Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany published 

by the Bundestag in October 2010 (80201000.pdf).  
21

 He understood it to be ‘a quality, an attribute that determines the human and that distinguish-
es humans from other creatures.’ 

22
 Theodor Heuss in: Parlamentarischer Rat, Akten und Protokolle, vol. 5, 72. Cf. Christoph Goos, ‘Wie 

die Würde des Menschen zum bedeutungslosen Rechtsbegriff wurde – und wie sie eigentlich gemeint war …’ 
[http://www.jura.unibonn.de/.../Goos_Thesenpapier_Menschenwuerde_Goettingen_1._Juni_2011.pdf] (ac-
cessed February 15, 2012). 

23
 Heuss, Parlamentarischer Rat, vol. 5, 72: ‘No one in power should have the prerogative to de-

fine it. Definitions are ruled or governed by interests, and it is better to leave the term “human dignity” 
undefined than to tailor it to the interests of a government.’ 

24
 Max Schreiter , ‘Gehorsam für automatische Farbzeichen . Ein Beitrag zum Roboterproblem,’ 

Die Öffentliche Verwaltung 1956, 692–694; Josef Wintrich, ‘Die Bedeutung der “Menschenwürde” für die 
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dignity means: being a personality,’ and a person becomes a personality by 
affirming and serving the basic values of being related to the eternal ‘you’ of 
God, the ‘you’ of others, and the ‘we’ of the community.25 Ten years later, in 
1964, Peter Badura criticized this interpretation because it did not see human 
beings as they are but as they should be according to the ideal of an auto-
nomous personality.26 This had the unfortunate effect that one had to give 
reasons for somebody being an autonomous person in this sense in order to 
be a subject of dignity, and this made it difficult for precisely those who were 
most in need of it to claim the protection of Article 1 of the Basic Law (little 
children, the mentally disabled, people suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, 
the unborn and the deceased). Badura therefore suggested what came to be 

                                                                                                                                                     
Anwendung des Rechts,’ Bayerische Verwaltungsblätter 1957, 137–140; Bernhard Giese, Das Würde -
Konzept. Eine normfunktionale Explikation des Begriffes Wü rde in Art. 1 Abs. 1 GG, 1975; Christian 
Starck, ‘Menschenwürde als Verfassungsgarantie im  modernen Staat,’ Juridische Zeitung 1981, 457–464; 
Norbert Hoerster, ‘Zur Bedeutung des Prinzips der Menschenwürde ,’ Juristische Schulung 82/2 (1983), 
93–96 ; Wolfgang Graf Vitzthum, ‘Die Menschenwürde als Verfassungsbegriff ,’ Juridische Zeitung 1985, 
201–209; ‘Die Spur zu verfolgen, wo er seinen Weg nahm,’ in: Zum Ge denken an Professor Dr . iur. 
Günter Dürig 1920-1996, Tübinger Universitätsreden N.F. Bd. 27, 1999, 37ff.; Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenför-
de/Robert Spaemann (ed.), Menschenrechte und Menschenwürde . Historische Voraussetzungen – säku-
lare Gestalt – christliches Verständnis, 1987; Klaus Stern, ‘Die Menschenwürde als Fundament der 
Grundrechte,’ in: Staatsrecht, Vol. III/1, 1988, § 58; Werner Holzhüter , Konkretisierung und Bedeu-
tungswandel der Menschenwürdenorm des Artikels 1, Absatz 1 des Grundgesetzes, 1989; Tatjana Geddert-
Steinacher, Menschenwürde als Verfassungsbegriff  (Berlin 1990); Hasso Hofmann, ‘Die versprochene 
Menschenwürde,’ Archiv des öffentlichen Rechts 118 (1993) 353–377; Ralph Alexander Lorz, Modernes 
Grund- und Menschenrechtsverständnis und die Philosophie der Freiheit Kants (Stuttgart 1993); Peter 
Häberle, ‘Die Menschenwürde als Grundla ge der staatlichen Gemeinschaft,’ in: Handbuch des Staats-
rechts I, 2. A. 1995, § 20; Wolfram Höfling, ‘Die Unantastbarkeit der Menschenwürde ,’ Juristische Schu-
lung 1995, 857–862; Kurt Bayertz, ‘Die Idee der Menschenwürde : Probleme und Paradoxien,’ Archiv für 
Rechts- und Sozialphilosophie 81 (1995) 465–481; Christoph Enders, Die Menschen würde in der Ve r-
fassungsordnung, Zur Dogmatik des Art. 1 GG, Tübingen 1997; Horst Dreier, Art. 1, GG-Kommentar, 
1998; Michael Kloepfer, ‘Leben und Würde des Menschen,’ in: Peter Badura & Horst Dreier (eds.), Fest-
schrift 50 Jahre Bundesverfassungsgericht, Bd. II, 2001, 77–104; Thomas Veit, ‘Würde als absoluter und 
relationaler Begriff,’ Archiv für Rechts- und Sozialphilosophie 87 (2001) 299–310; Franz Josef Wetz, ‘Die 
Würde des Menschen – Ein Phantom?,’ Archiv für Rechts- und Sozialphilosophie 87 (2001), 311–327; 
Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde, ‘Menschenwürde als normatives Prinzip ,’ Juridische Zeitung 2003, 809–
815; Dunja Jaber, Über den mehrfachen Sinn von Menschenwürdegarantien (Frankfurt/London 2003); 
Horst Dreier, ‘Menschenwürde in der Rechtspre chung des Bundesverwaltungsgerichts,’ in: Eberhard 
Schmidt-Aßmann u.a. (ed.), Festgabe 50 Jahre Bundesverwaltungsgericht, 2003, 201–222; Kurt Seelmann 
(ed.), Menschenwürde als Rechtsbegriff (Stuttgart 2004); Martin Nettesheim, ‘Die Garantie der Men-
schenwürde zwischen metaphysi scher Überhöhung und bloßem Abwägungstopos,’ Archiv des öffentli-
chen Rechts 130 (2005), 71–113. 

25
 Günter Dürig , ‘Die Menschenauffassung des Grundgesetzes,’ Juristische Rundschau 1952 259–

263; ‘Der Grundrechtssatz von der Menschenwürde ,’ Archiv des öffentlichen Rechts 81 (1956), 117–157; . 
Christoph Groos, ‘Human dignity and the German Basic Law: A Historical Perspective’ (unpublished 
paper at Berlin, Wissenschaftskolleg, November 17, 2011). 

26
 Peter Badura, ‘Generalprävention und Menschenwürde,’ Juridische Zeitung  (1964), 336–344. 
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called “the negative interpretation method”: One should concentrate on inju-
ries of human dignity and clear violations but not try to define it positively. It 
is easier to agree on what the principle of human dignity excludes and pro-
hibits than on what it states or defends. For to agree on violations of human 
dignity is possible even where we differ in our positive accounts of it. 

However, the debate is confused because it does not distinguish be-
tween two different readings of the term ‘human dignity’ (Würde des Men-
schen). One is to take it to mean a complex property human dignity that can 
truly be predicated of everything that fulfills the conditions summarized in 
its definition: ‘human dignity’ =def. XYZ. The other is to construe it as refer-
ring to the dignity of human beings, i.e. to a particular aspect of human be-
ings called ‘dignity.’ In the first case we talk about a complex property (hu-
man dignity), in the second case about a particular aspect or characteristic of 
human beings27 (the dignity of human beings). However, the property human 
dignity can be meaningfully defined whether or not there is somebody of 
whom it can truly be predicated, and so can dignity. But to speak affirmative-
ly of the dignity of human beings is to assume that there are human beings 
who have dignity or to claim that if there are human beings, then they have 
dignity. The claim is not that they have human dignity: For every x, if x is a 
human being, then it has human dignity, but rather: For every x, if x is a hu-
man being, then it has dignity.  

The first sentence of Article 1 of the Basic Law is not about a property 
human dignity that is said to be inviolable. Rather it starts from the fact that 
there are human beings, it ascribes dignity to them, and it strictly prohibits 
any violation of it to anybody, not only to the state. The dignity of human 
beings is non-negotiable for anyone in any situation and under any cir-
cumstances. The point of this principle is not the mistaken claim that bearers 
of this dignity (i.e. persons) cannot be harmed (they can), nor the highly am-
biguous claim that a person’s dignity cannot be violated whatever one may 
do to a person (even if human dignity cannot be violated directly or per se, it 
is violated indirectly by harming the bearers of it). However, the first sen-
tence of the Basic Law does not speak of human beings (the bearers of digni-
ty) but of their dignity (an essential characteristic which they cannot lose). It 

                                                      
27

 As I shall argue below, it is not a property in the sense of a defining characteristic of human 
beings but rather an indicator of how we ought to relate to them, that is, how we ought to determine 
ourselves to behave towards human beings: in a way that is not in conflict with our common humanity. 
Because human beings qua human beings have dignity, we ought to determine ourselves to treat them 
(and us) with dignity. 
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is not stated that only human beings have or can have dignity.28 But the term 
‘dignity’ is not defined. It cannot be used to identify those to whom it is 
rightly applied but rather presupposes that those to whom it is applied are 
rightly identified as human beings – whatever this may mean. Human beings 
are bearers of a dignity which is said to be inviolable. Thus, in an important 
sense the principle is not about human dignity but about human beings who 
have dignity: What is at stake is not a property but the bearer of it. And the 
property human beings are said to have in an inviolable way is not human 
dignity but dignity – the dignity that is characteristic of human beings as hu-
man beings.  

 

 

4. PREDICATE VS. DESIGNATION 

Thus, the descriptive phrase ‘die Würde des Menschen’ (the dignity of 
the human being) must not be confused with the predicate phrase ‘Men-
schenwürde’ (human dignity). The second is a predicate that can (in prin-
ciple) be defined by enumerating the features that together characterize the 
property human dignity; and this property can be predicated of something 
(wrongly) or somebody (truly) in propositions such as ‘Peter has human dig-
nity’ or ‘There is an x and x possesses human dignity.’ The first, on the con-
trary, is not a predicate but a condensed predication or proposition ‘Human 
beings have dignity’ or ‘Human beings qua human beings possess dignity’ 
which cannot be predicated of something else because it is not a property but 
a proposition used as a designation29 to refer to those who are said to have 
this dignity: human beings.30 It is true to say that human beings have this 

                                                      
28

 Kant used it not for human beings but for the moral law or morality: ‘Morality, and humanity 
as capable of it, is that which alone has dignity.’ I. Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Andrea Di-
em/David Lane (Walnut 2008), 58. And Pope Benedikt XVI has used it recently not merely for human 
beings but for the earth when he spoke of ‘the dignity of the earth.’ 

29
 Cf. Bertrand Russell, ‘On Denoting,’ Mind 14 (1905) 479–493; M. Devitt, Designation (New York 

1981). 
30

 Whereas it is meaningful but false to say ‘Chimps possess human dignity’ (i.e. that which we 
mean by the predicate ‘human dignity’) because Chimps may possess dignity, but not human dignity, it 
is meaningless to say ‘Chimps possess that which we mean by the proposition ‘Human beings have 
dignity.’ Human dignity is a property that can be predicated of someone, and so is dignity, but the digni-
ty of the human being is an abbreviated proposition used as a designation that cannot be predicated of 
something else. It does not refer to a specific human dignity (that can only be ascribed to humans) but 
to a dignity (not necessarily only of human beings) ascribed to human beings; and it is stated that the 
truth that humans possess this dignity is seen and accepted as a principle that must never be violated 
by anybody. 
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dignity, whatever may happen to them or whatever they may do. Hence, 
whatever we may do to other human beings or to ourselves must not conflict 
with the fact that we all possess this dignity – not because of what makes us 
different from other beings (being human) or from other human beings (be-
ing a particular human being) but by the sheer fact of existing as human be-
ings. 

But what exactly does this mean? Are we said to have this dignity be-
cause we are human beings or because we exist as human beings? Is the as-
cription of dignity tied to what or who we are (our essence31) or to the fact 
that we are (our existence)? In the first case even a merely possible human 
being would possess dignity: To possess dignity would be analytically true of 
anybody who is human. In the second case the possession of dignity would 
be contingent on actually existing as a human being: To possess dignity 
would be synthetically true only of those human beings who exist (have ex-
isted or will exist).  

The latter understanding seems to be closer to our actual practice. Exis-
tence seems to be an essential requirement for ascribing dignity to human 
beings. Someone who doesn’t exist cannot claim a right to have rights. The 
claim is not that if x is a human being, then x possesses dignity, but rather 
that if x is a human being and exists, then x possesses dignity. The ascription 
of dignity does not depend on being human, but on existing as a human be-
ing.32 That is to say, the dignity of human beings is not a particular human 
dignity which they have insofar as they are humans (‘If x is a human being, 
then x has human dignity’) but rather the dignity they have insofar as they 
exist as humans (‘If x is a human being and exists, then x has dignity’ or ‘If x is 
a human being, then x has dignity, if x exists’). It is not an analytic truth that 
humans have this dignity but a synthetic truth that if they exist, then they 
have it: their dignity comes with their existence, not with their essence. 

                                                      
31

 I use the term in a broad sense to signify everything that provides a defensible answer to the 
question ‘What are human beings?’ 

32
 If we construe dignity as an essential property of human beings (i.e. as human dignity) then it 

belongs to the set of determinations of what humans are so that it is impossible for anyone to be hu-
man and not to possess human dignity – whether he or she exists or not. If, on the other hand, we con-
strue dignity not as a property of what humans are but of the fact that they are (if they are), then it is 
impossible for any human being to exist and not to have this dignity. Possible human beings do not 
possess any dignity but at best possible dignity: If they exist, then they have dignity, if they don’t, then 
they don’t. Actual beings, on the other hand, are not human beings because they possess human digni-
ty but rather they possess dignity (not human dignity) because they are human beings who exist. 
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Merely possible human beings have at best a possible dignity. Only actual 
human beings, i.e. human beings who exist, have dignity. 

 

 

5. WHO WE ARE VS. THAT WE ARE 

This allows for a different way of distinguishing between human dignity 
and the dignity we have as human beings: If the dignity of human beings 
comes with their existence (the fact that they are), not with their essence 
(that which they are), then their dignity should not be construed as a neces-
sary property of their essence (human dignity) but as a contingent property 
of their existence (the dignity of humans). This dignity (whatever it is) need 
not be restricted to humans (the dignity only of humans). Rather, the term 
‘human dignity’– and this is a different reading from the one discussed above 
– may be an abbreviation of the human way or mode in which human beings 
have dignity: They do not possess a special human dignity but they have the 
dignity they have in a special human way. The decisive point of this special 
way is that humans have this dignity not simply by being human but by being 
human beings who exist. Dignity is not a feature of their humanity per se 
(their essence) but rather of their existence as human beings (their actual 
presence with others in situations of communication and interaction). That is 
to say, it is impossible for human beings to be and not possess this dignity 
but not because their being human analytically implies this property but be-
cause it is impossible for them to be and not to have this dignity. We do not 
need to know what this dignity involves, nor what exactly we mean by ‘hu-
man being,’ but we can say that human beings (whatever that may mean) 
have dignity (whatever that may mean) not because of who or what they are 
(human beings) but because of the fact that they are: ‘For every x, if x is a 
human being, then it has dignity if it exists.’ 

 

 

6. DENIALS OF HUMANITY, DENIALS OF EXISTENCE, AND DENIALS OF PERSONHOOD 

If we start from here, then we must distinguish not merely between hu-
man dignity and the dignity of humans but also between three ways of deny-
ing the dignity of humans: denials of their humanity, denials of their exis-
tence, and denials of their personhood. If we construe human dignity as an 
essential property of human beings, then to be human is a necessary and suf-
ficient condition for having this property: To be human is to have human 
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dignity, and to deny it of someone is to deny that she or he is human. We 
may still see them as something interesting or useful for us, but we would not 
treat them as humans, i.e. as one of us. On the other hand, if we construe 
dignity as a property tied to the existence of human beings, then to be human 
is neither necessary nor sufficient for having it: Other beings may have digni-
ty as well, and humans have it only if they exist (have existed or will exist). 
However, if they exist, then they exist as human persons, i.e. as beings who 
deserve to be treated in the same way as we and all other persons want to be 
treated. A person is a being that exists as a member of a community of per-
sons, i.e. by communicating and interacting with other persons as persons, 
and a human person is a being that lives his or her humanity in communicat-
ing with and interacting with other human persons, i.e. as a member of the 
community of those with whom we interact as persons. Thus, to be a person 
is to put a demand on other persons to be treated as a person, and it involves 
a commitment, obligation, or duty to treat other persons as persons. We 
cannot see someone as a person and deny the demand on us to treat him or 
her as a person. And we cannot see ourselves as persons and deny the duty to 
relate to other persons as persons. We may fail to do so, but this failure is not 
merely a failure with respect to the other, but also with respect to ourselves: 
We fail to be true to who we are as persons. 

A denial of dignity is then not merely or always a denial of being human 
(at least not necessarily so) but a refusal to see someone as a human being 
that actually exists together with us or to refuse to relate to somebody as a 
person who lives as a person among us: It is not his or her humanity that is 
ignored but the fact that he or she exists as a member of our community of 
persons. We deny their existence and personhood, not necessarily that they 
are humans. Just as in the first case we do not take them to be humans but 
mistake them for something else, so in the second case we ignore that they 
exist at all (existence) or that they are present to us as one of us (person): We 
treat them like the dead, i.e. someone who is no longer with us, or like fic-
tional characters, i.e. someone who was never with us, or like a thing or ob-
ject that we use, but we do not relate to them as partners with whom we may 
or should or could communicate and interact as persons among persons. 

All these are ways of mistreating the other. But it is one thing to be mis-
taken for something else (not a human being), another to be simply ignored 
(a non-existing entity) or to be excluded from the community of persons by 
being treated as an unperson or non-person. If we construe violations of hu-
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man dignity as an offense against the humanity of a person, then we treat 
him or her not as a human being: We de-humanize the other by ignoring his 
or her humanity. If we construe violations of human dignity as a denial of the 
existence of a person, then we treat him or her as a non-existent entity, or as 
a non-person: We de-personalize the other by excluding him or her from the 
community of those who exist and with whom we communicate as persons. 
In the first case we act as if there were not a human being but only something 
else. In the second we act as if there were nobody or nothing at all or no per-
son with whom we would and ought to interact as a person. All these are in-
humane ways of relating to others: to deny what they are (their humanity), to 
ignore that they are (their existence), or to disregard who they are (persons). 
All this is incompatible with the dignity of human beings. However, none of 
this can do away with the fact (if it is a fact) that the other is a human being, 
that he or she exists, and that he or she is present to us as a person. We may 
deny the one, ignore the other, and disregard the third. We may behave in 
ways that flatly contradict them. But we cannot do away with them. 

 

 

7. VIOLATING PERSONS VS. VIOLATING DIGNITY 

Is this the meaning of the first sentence of the German Basic Law ‘The 
dignity of the human being is inviolable’? Hardly. It is true: Nobody ceases to 
be human by being treated in inhumane ways or by living under inhumane 
conditions. Human beings do not stop being human by being treated in ways 
that contradict their dignity or by being forced to live under conditions that 
are inhumane. But these ways and conditions are incompatible with their 
irrevocable dignity as human persons. A state that prides itself on serving and 
protecting the welfare of its citizens cannot put up with this.  

Thus, although the first sentence in German uses the grammatical indic-
ative, i.e. is rather than shall, it states a norm, not merely a fact – or perhaps 
one could say: it states a norm with respect to human beings and a fact with 
respect to their dignity: You can violate the first (human beings) but not the 
second (their dignity), yet you ought not to violate the first because of the 
second. Dignity is indeed not something that can be ‘touched;’ only things, 
bodies, animals or human beings can. And whereas you can touch a human 
being, you cannot, at least not in the same sense, touch his or her dignity. But 
this is not to say that Article 1 allows us to do what we want to human beings 
because their dignity will stay untouched. On the contrary, just because the 
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human bearers of dignity are violable, the principle of the inviolability of the 
dignity of human beings states that this shall not be the case: The human 
bearers of dignity – not the bearers of human dignity – must not be touched in 
a way that conflicts with their dignity as human persons. The principle is not 
about human dignity (Menschenwürde) but about the dignity human beings 
have in an irrevocable way if and insofar as they exist as persons among per-
sons (Würde des Menschen), and their dignity defines the scope and limit of 
what is acceptable, or not acceptable, in our dealings with human beings. Just 
because human beings are violable, and indeed are violated often to a shock-
ing degree, the principle states that everybody must respect the dignity of 
human beings in dealing with them. Not only must the state do so, but also 
each individual must respect the dignity not only of others but also of him- 
or herself.  

Therefore, the German constitution commits the German people axi-
omatically to the absolute principle of not violating the dignity of human be-
ings, i.e. of not treating human bearers of dignity in ways that are incompati-
ble with their dignity as human persons. This implies negatively not to allow, 
or put up with, any violation of those who are human bearers of dignity that 
conflicts with their dignity as human persons. And it implies positively to do 
everything to create conditions for humans to live their lives among and to-
gether with others as bearers of this dignity. This is clear from the second 
paragraph of Article 1: ‘The German people therefore acknowledge inviolable 
and inalienable human rights as the basis of every community, of peace and 
of justice in the world.’ The dignity of human beings is not the same as hu-
man rights. But as the ‘therefore’ indicates, human rights are guaranteed be-
cause of the dignity of human beings, and they are necessary to protect hu-
man beings against violations that conflict with and are contrary to their dig-
nity. The right to have rights is restricted to human bearers of this dignity, 
i.e. to human persons. Human beings who exist cannot lose their dignity 
even when they are treated in inhumane ways. Since they cannot lose it as 
long as they live, and even beyond (because if they have been persons, it will 
always be true that they have been persons), they will always be bearers of 
the fundamental human rights that unfold the normative content and point 
of their dignity. This dignity is said to be inviolable just because its bearers 
can be, and often are, violated. 
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In this sense the first sentence of Article 1 states an absolute principle 
not to be violated by anybody. To torture anybody is strictly prohibited, even 
if it may help to save the lives of many. Torture of whatever sort harms not 
merely the body but contradicts the dignity of a person. The same principle 
has been invoked in decisions of the German Federal Constitutional Court 
against life imprisonment without the possibility of parole, the shooting 
down of aircrafts that are used as weapons by terrorists, abortion of embryos, 
peep shows where the performer cannot see those who are watching, or hor-
ror movies and video games such as the Mortal Kombat series. Actions of this 
sort are strictly forbidden not only to the state but to anyone.  

The second sentence addresses the state explicitly and states two public 
duties that require action: The state has to respect the dignity of human per-
sons, i.e. has to design the entire legal system in a manner that does not con-
flict with the dignity of persons. And it also has to protect this dignity, i.e. has 
to take appropriate measures if other people or poor living conditions endan-
ger or undermine the dignity of persons. Whereas the prohibition of viola-
tions of the dignity of human persons in the first sentence of Paragraph 1 Ar-
ticle 1 is strict and without exception, the state duties mentioned in the 
second sentence are such that they require consideration of all interests af-
fected, all parties concerned, and even of political preferences. Here balanc-
ing is not merely a possibility but a duty, whereas all balancing of principles 
is excluded in the first sentence.33 The dignity of human persons is not some-
thing that can be relativized in any way. It is not a relative but an absolute 
value. 

 
 
8. VALUE VS. DIGNITY 

But is it? If it is a value it cannot be absolute because all value or worth 
(Wert) is the polar opposite of worthlessness or non-value (Unwert) and thus 
can come by degrees: it has more or less value as its price indicates. But this 
is not so with dignity as Kant emphasized: 

In the kingdom of ends everything has either value or dignity. Whatever has a 
value can be replaced by something else which is equivalent; whatever, on the 
other hand, is above all value, and therefore admits of no equivalent, has a dig-
nity.  

                                                      
33

 Cf. Nils Tiefke, Das Prinzip Menschenwürde: Zur Abwägungsfähigkeit des Höchstrangigen (Tü-
bingen 2011). 
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Whatever has reference to the general inclinations and wants of mankind has a 
market value; whatever, without presupposing a want, corresponds to a certain 
taste, that is to a satisfaction in the mere purposeless play of our faculties, has a 
fancy value; but that which constitutes the condition under which alone any-
thing can be an end in itself, this has not merely a relative worth, i.e., value, 
but an intrinsic worth, that is, dignity.  

Now morality is the condition under which alone a rational being can be an 
end in himself, since by this alone is it possible that he should be a legislating 
member in the kingdom of ends. Thus morality, and humanity as capable of it, 
is that which alone has dignity… This estimation therefore shows that the 
worth of such a disposition is dignity, and places it infinitely above all value, 
with which it cannot for a moment be brought into comparison or competition 

without as it were violating its sanctity.
34

 

Dignity is here explicitly contrasted to and distinguished from all value 
discourse. Something may be more or less valuable, and no value can be ab-
solute because it is always positioned on a scale between 0 and 1. Values are 
necessarily relative because the value of something depends on comparison 
and a particular judgment of that thing. Not so with dignity. Dignity is abso-
lute, its ascription is not based on comparison, and it does not come by de-
grees. Either one has it, or one doesn’t, and if one has it, one has it in exactly 
the same way and to the same extent as everybody else who has it. Dignity is 
not a relative value but an absolute, exclusive and complete distinction: If any 
human being has it, every human being has it. But human beings have it not 
because of any empirical trait or biological characteristic but only in so far as 
they are moral beings, i.e. capable of autonomy – of determining their own 
will (i.e. themselves) independent of any actual context according to the 
maxim of the good will. For to be autonomous in the Kantian sense is not 
merely to be able to choose between available options or courses of action in 
terms of what is more pleasant, or more useful, or more conducive to a great-
er happiness of many. Rather it is to be able to determine oneself to will only 
that which is willed by anybody who determines herself or himself to will 
only that which is willed by anybody who determines herself or himself to 
will only that which … – in short, to be one who wills nothing that cannot be 
willed by anyone who puts not his own interests but the requirements of our 
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 I. Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Andrea Diem/David Lane (Walnut 2o08), 57–8.; cf. I. 
Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. and trans. by Mary Gregor (Cambridge 1996), 42–
43. 
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common humanity first. Kantian autonomy does not hinge on the capacity 
for deciding or choosing between options – this is something we find in one 
way or other everywhere among living beings. Nor is it to be identified with 
the specifically human capacity for rational decision, that is, for deciding be-
tween options motivated by reasons and not merely by desires, interests, or 
conventions – this distinguishes humans from other beings only by degree. 
Rather, it hinges on the moral capacity for deciding how to decide, or willing 
how to will, or choosing how to choose, in terms of the good, that is, by 
orienting the way one decides how to decide to the (morally) good, which is 
not defined by the individual interests of those who choose but which is the 
same for everyone. I am autonomous not because I can choose between op-
tions for reasons but because I can choose how to choose and determine the 
how of my choosing by orienting it to the good which is universally valid for 
everyone (the moral law). In choosing how to choose I am not determined by 
the actual options at hand, or by what I think or perceive to be the options in 
a given situation, or by reasons that appeal to some end that I desire. Rather, 
I can determine my way of choosing how to choose independently of the con-
tingent (causal) actualities of a given situation and subjective interests in a 
situation by orienting it to the (morally) good. For the morally good does not 
vary with different situations or subjective interests but is the same, and mo-
tivates per se in the same way, in all possible situations of human choosing, 
deciding, and acting.35  

 
 
9. THE DIGNITY OF MORALITY 

Therefore – and this is perhaps the most important point which Kant 
makes about dignity – dignity is not ascribed to human beings qua rational 
animals, at least not primarily and directly, but to morality, and through mo-
rality to humanity: ‘morality, and humanity as capable of it, is that which 
alone has dignity.’ Morality has dignity in an absolute sense: There is not mo-
rality without dignity, and no dignity that is not tied to morality. Humanity, 
on the other hand, has dignity in a relative sense in so far as it is capable of 
being informed by morality: Humanity, i.e. that which characterizes human 
beings and distinguishes them from all other beings, can be viewed and the-
matized in many different ways: from empirical, biological, psychological, 
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 There is nothing in the much-discussed Libet experiments that comes close to the complexity 
of Kantian autonomy or could be construed as an objection to it. 
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sociological, historical, philosophical or theological perspectives. But only if 
we regard humanity from a moral perspective as something capable of moral-
ity can we ascribe dignity to it. Morality has dignity under any description, 
humanity only when viewed from a moral perspective. 

For Kant this is not the only perspective for understanding human be-
ings but it is an indispensible one if we really want to be true to the way we 
experience our lives and ourselves. From the moral perspective, to be human 
is to be capable of orienting one’s life to the good, that is to say, to be able to 
live in a morally good or morally evil way. However, we are not merely capa-
ble of living a moral life but we cannot avoid doing so: A morally neutral life 
is not one of our options. As human beings it is possible for us to choose be-
tween good and evil (we can determine our willing or choosing by orienting 
it to the good, or by not doing so) but we also must do so and hence always in 
fact do: It is not possible for us not to choose between good and evil. If we 
can choose, we must choose, and there is nobody, as Kant elaborates in his 
doctrine of radical evil, who will not have to admit upon careful examination 
that he or she has in fact chosen not to live in a morally good but rather in a 
morally evil way.  

Without going into detail, we may summarize Kant’s account of human 
personhood as follows: Human beings are persons. As persons they are moral 
beings capable of orienting their willing how to will to the good, or of not 
doing so, and as human persons they are not capable of not orienting their 
willing in either of these two ways: It is impossible for humans to live in a 
morally neutral way. To be human is to be capable of morality: It is impossi-
ble to be human and not to be able to live a moral life. And to be a human 
person is necessarily to actualize this capability: It is impossible to live as a 
human person and not to live in either a morally good or a morally evil way. 
As it happens, all of us in fact actualize our human capacity for morality in a 
way that misses the possibility of the good. We all live in fact by not orienting 
our lives to the good, or to the good only, or primarily to the good. We all live 
in fact in a way that is morally problematic, far from perfect, or outright evil. 

 
 
10. THE DIGNITY OF BEING CAPABLE OF MORALITY 

However, this does not infringe on our dignity. We do not possess digni-
ty because we live a morally good life but because we have the potential and 
capacity to do so. The capability of morality, not the actuality of a morally 
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good life is Kant’s basis for ascribing unrestricted dignity to human persons. 
The ascription of dignity is not restricted to those who live a morally good 
life, or denied to those who live in a morally evil way. It is tied to our capacity 
to live morally, and since every human person necessarily actualizes this ca-
pacity in a positive or negative way, there is no human being who cannot 
rightly be viewed and judged from a moral perspective. 

Thus, Kant’s account of dignity has two important implications. First, 
since dignity is ascribed to human beings in terms of the moral capacity of 
our common humanity, it does not allow us to distinguish between human 
beings or to classify human beings into groups, sets or classes of those who 
have or don't have dignity: Dignity is not a concept that defines a class of 
human beings but a general feature of human beings as such. Human beings 
qua human beings have dignity, i.e. the right to be treated with dignity by 
everybody because every human being is capable of morality and in fact lives 
a morally good or evil life. Recourse to dignity does not allow us to draw a 
distinction between different sorts, groups, ranks, or classes of human beings 
(one group of humans vs. another group of humans) but only to distinguish 
humans from non-human beings in terms of the capacity for morality that 
humans share with all other moral beings.  

However, and this is the second point, dignity is not a property that to-
gether with others defines our common humanity. Whatever we take to be 
the essence of humanity, i.e. the set of properties that together constitutes 
our common humanity, it will not include dignity but only our capacity for 
morality. This capacity is the basis for ascribing dignity to us, but dignity is 
not identical with it. Dignity is not a defining feature of humanity but rather 
humanity is capable of manifesting morality that alone has dignity. It does so 
because we cannot enact our humanity concretely without in fact living in a 
moral way, whether good or evil. However, our dignity does not depend on 
how we live in fact, but on the fact that we can live in a morally good or evil 
way and cannot live without in fact living in the one way or the other. Since 
we can orient our lives to the morally good we ought to do so, but even if we 
fail to do so and miss our end as moral beings we still have dignity because, 
as humans, we are capable of morality. Whereas morality has dignity, we par-
take in it by living a morally good or a morally evil life. As humans we can do 
this because we, and we alone among all living animals, are capable of moral-
ity and thus can live in a humane (morally good) or inhumane (morally evil) 
way. We are moral ends in ourselves, and this is true of us even if we fail to 
live in a humane way. The dignity of humans as moral beings is that they are 
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faced with the challenge and task of existing as persons, that is, not merely as 
means to an end but as moral ends in themselves. Kant makes the point ex-
plicitly: ‘Now I say that the human being and in general every rational being 
exists not merely as a means to be used by this or that will at its discretion; 
instead he must in all his actions always be regarded at the same time as an 

end.’
36

 

In short, dignity is not a feature of what we are (humans) but of the way 
in which we live as human beings who can and must determine ourselves 
morally (moral beings or persons). Not our actual moral self-determination 
(how we in fact orient our lives) but the possibility and necessity of such a 
determination is decisive for our dignity: As finite moral beings (human per-
sons) we are capable of orienting our lives to the good or of not doing so, and 
at the same time we are not capable of not orienting our lives either to the 
good or not to the good. In this sense, dignity hinges not on our actual moral 
character but on the possibility of having a moral character (as humans) and 
on the impossibility of not actually having a positive or negative moral cha-
racter (as persons). Here as elsewhere Kant puts the emphasis on our real 
possibility (we are capable of morality) and not on our concrete actuality as 
moral beings (we in fact live in a morally evil or in a morally good way). Thus 
for Kant, to be human is, from an empirical perspective, not to be a rational 
animal (animal rationale) but an animal capable of rationality (animal rati-
onabile) and, from a moral perspective, not to be morally good or to be moral-
ly evil but to be capable of morality. Human beings manifest the dignity of 
morality by living as moral beings, ends in themselves, or persons. They may 
fail to live up to their full potential as persons in their actual way of living by 
not orienting themselves to the good, and in one way or other we all in fact 
fail to do so. But this does not stop us from being persons who manifest the 
dignity of morality. If we can live in a morally good way, then we ought to do 
so. And we know that we can precisely because the moral law tells us that we 
ought to exist in this way by orienting our life to the good. 
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 Ibid. 79 (Grundlegung 4, 429) Not humanity per se (i.e. that which makes us human beings) 
nor any other essential determination (such as the one of rational beings) but only the inescapably 
moral way of existing or living our common humanity as persons among persons is the basis for ascrib-
ing dignity to us: Dignity is true of us not because of our common humanity (essence) but only because 
we are able to live our common humanity in a moral way (mode of existence). 
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11. RATIONAL VS. ACCOUNTABLE BEING 

It is obvious that Kant does not argue within the parameters of the clas-
sical definition of the human being as rational animal (animal rationale) or 
embodied rationality.37 He does not merely discriminate between our ani-
mality, which we share as our genus proximum with other living beings, and 
our rationality, which is the differentia specifica that marks us off from other 
living beings; nor does he merely discriminate from a reverse perspective be-
tween our rationality, which is the genus proximum that we share with all 
rational beings, and our animality, which is the differentia specifica that 
makes us embodied creatures in the realm of rational beings. Rather, Kant 
operates with a threefold distinction with respect to what we are between our 
biological (animality), rational (humanity) and moral dimensions (persona-
lity) which corresponds to his distinctions between sensuality (Sinnlichkeit), 
understanding (Verstand), and reason (Vernunft): We are not merely living 
beings (our ‘predisposition to animality’), nor merely living and rational be-
ings (our ‘predisposition to humanity’) but rational and at the same time ac-
countable beings (our ‘predisposition to personality’).38 The traditional duali-
ty between our animal and rational natures is thus incorporated into a new 
duality between our phenomenal (animality and rationality) and noumenal 
side (accountability or personality). We are individuals as organisms (biolog-
ical animality) and rational agents (rationality), but we are necessarily mem-
bers of a moral society as persons (moral accountability). Persons are not par-
ticulars of a shared commonality or general nature (humanity or rationality) 
but singular beings in a society of singular moral beings.39 As living beings we 
belong to the system of nature or, more precisely, to the physical realm of 
animals. However, compared with other animals we are not excellent and 
outstanding but rather a weak, vulnerable and endangered kind of animal. 
On the scale of physical values we do not figure very high: ‘Man in the system 
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 Cf. I. U. Dalferth, Umsonst: Eine Erinnerung an die kreative Passivität des Menschen (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck 2011). 
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 I. Kant, Religion within the limits of reason alone, book 1. 
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 This also enlarges and deepens the notion of human embodiment’ (the metaphor is proble-

matic because it wrongly suggests that ‘we’ – whoever we may be – live in our bodies, that is, are dis-
tinct from our bodies in such a way that our bodies are only the contingent temporal manifestation of 
our true eternal reality). But we are bodies, not merely in a biological sense but also, and in many con-
texts more importantly, in a social, cultural, moral, religious or political sense. To be part of a moral 
(religious, cultural, social, political, ecclesial) community is to be a body of a particular sort, and as 
human persons we cannot be who we are without being such a body. In this sense, we do not merely 
have a body but are bodies – in more than one respect. 
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of nature (homo phaenomenon, animal rationale) is a being of slight impor-
tance and shares with the rest of the animals, as offsprings of the earth, a 
common value (pretium vulgare).’40 

This is not much different when we turn to our much-praised rationali-
ty. As rational agents we can set ends for ourselves and rationally choose be-
tween options because of our capacities of understanding and will. However, 
as such we are still part of the animal world and only relatively but not in 
principle different from other living beings. ‘Although man has, in his reason, 
something more than they and can set his own ends, even this gives him only 
an extrinsic value in terms of his usefulness (pretium usus). This extrinsic 
value is the value of one man above another – that is, his price as a ware that 
can be exchanged for these other animals, as things. But, so conceived, man 
still has a lower value than the universal medium of exchange, the value of 
which can therefore be called pre-eminent (pretium eminens).’41 Only in the 
third respect, i.e. as persons, we radically differ from other animals: ‘But man 
regarded as a person – that is, as the subject of morally practical reason – is 
exalted above any price; for as such (homo noumenon) he is not to be valued 
as a mere means to the ends of others or even to his own ends, but as an end 
in himself. He possesses, in other words, a dignity (an absolute inner worth) 
by which he exacts respect for himself from all other rational beings in the 
world: he can measure himself with every other being of this kind and value 
himself on a footing of equality with them.’42 

That is to say, persons are not just rational agents who can set ends for 
themselves. Humans are not merely rational deciders and individual agents 
but persons who are accountable to others, i.e. who can be held responsible 
by others for what they do or fail to do or, even more importantly, how they 
do what they do and how they will what they will and do. As rational deciders 
and agents we can be compared with other animals or other humans accord-
ing to the degree of efficiency in which we achieve our ends. Humans are 
generally more efficient than most other animals, and some humans are more 
efficient than others. As persons, however, we cannot be compared with oth-
ers, whether animals or humans. With regard to personhood, we are not 
‘higher animals’ than others (speciesism) and some of us do not rank ‘higher’ 
than others (elitism). Accountability is not a matter of degree, and it is not 
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ascribed on the basis of comparing our effectiveness as rational deciders with 
that of other species (great apes, chimps, rats, dolphins) or other members of 
our own species (the educated vs. the uneducated, the rich vs. the poor, those 
in power vs. those without power, the aristocrats vs. the herd-people). Its 
ascription is based on a simple and absolute alternative: Are we able to live a 
moral life, or aren’t we? We, and we alone among all living beings, have the 
capacity to do so, and since we can, we must because we cannot live in a mo-
rally neutral way. For Kant, morality is not a system of values based on gut 
feelings but on our capacity for autonomy, i.e. our potential to determine 
ourselves independently from any stimuli in our actual environment or state 
of our feelings by the maxim of the good will alone; and this capacity is such 
that we cannot live without in fact exercising it by either living, or failing to 
live, a moral life. 

This potential for autonomy is the basis for the absolute respect we owe 
each other – a respect that does not depend on our rationality, physical 
strength, attractiveness, sociability or anything else that comes in degrees, 
i.e. can be increased or decreased, but on the mere capacity to live as moral 
beings according to the practical law. We are not merely rational animals 
(Verstandeswesen) but persons (Vernunftwesen). As such we are intrinsically 
related to a community of persons (rational spirits) who can hold us account-
able for how we determine ourselves and live our lives, and who therefore 
owe us the same respect which we owe them. As Vernunftwesen we are not 
merely rational individuals but singular members of a moral society of per-
sons or spirits. This moral society of free spirits does not coincide with any-
thing in the physical world of animal life or the rational world of human 
knowers, deciders, and agents. As rational beings we differ from other ani-
mals only by degree. But as moral beings or persons we differ from them ab-
solutely or qualitatively. 

 
 
12. ELITIST VS. UNIVERSAL CONCEPTIONS OF DIGNITY 

For Kant, dignity can only be predicated of moral beings, i.e. of beings 
capable of autonomy, and no moral being, whether finite or infinite, can be 
excluded from having it. Thus, with respect to humans the concept of dignity 
is intrinsically universal: If it is true of any person, then it is true of every per-
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son. You cannot be a person and not have dignity.43 Moreover, dignity does 
not come in degrees: Either one has it or one doesn’t. Either you are a person, 
or you are not. Dignity is an absolute, exclusive and complete distinction of 
persons. The concept of dignity does not allow us to draw distinctions be-
tween human beings or classify humans into groups, sets or classes (those 
who have dignity and those who don’t). Kant’s conception of dignity is strict-
ly universal. 

The contrary is true for Nietzsche.  Following ancient elitist conceptions 
he sees an ‘order of rank between man and man,’44 and a gap between those 
few human beings who have true worth (rulers) and the average human be-
ing (slaves). For him, dignity is not the highest human value shared by all 
human beings. His understanding derives from the ancient notions of dig-
nitas, auctoritas, maiestas or nobilitas. Dignity is not an intrinsic human val-
ue but rather an earned nobility. In the past one had it by being born into the 
right social class, and today one gets it by breaking away from the democratic 
egalitarianism of modern resentment driven herd culture through radical 
self-making, i.e. the willingness to stand in solitude over against the corrupt 
moral majority of the many. ‘Morality is the herd-instinct in the individual,’45 
not that which distinguished persons from all other beings. ‘We, “the few and 
true ones” want to become those we are – human beings who are new, 
unique, incomparable, who give themselves laws, who create themselves.’46 
In short, dignity is not a universal character-trait of human beings but rather 
an indicator of social class (nobility vs. herd culture) that is not applicable to 
everybody. 

It is easy to see how this can be found in religious and cultural traditions 
as well, especially where questions of religion and questions of national iden-
tity are so closely intertwined as in the Jewish tradition. As Susannah Heschel 
has pointed out, where human dignity is seen as a distinction or an honor of 
a particular group or nation (such as Israel) or of a particular group of people 
within a nation (such as male Jews) it is used in fact as an elitist concept that 
is not applicable to women and gentiles. ‘In Judaism, as in most religious tra-
ditions …, dignity, like religion itself, is not universal.’47  
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This is Nietzsche’s view, not Christianity’s – at least not in an ideal 
world. It is precisely because it can be (mis)understood in this elitist way that 
Protestant theologians in the 19th century have shied away from using this 
category.48 ‘Image of God’ was their term for expressing the universal charac-
teristic of human persons, whereas ‘dignity’ was used only, if at all, when ad-
dressing a general non-Christian audience, as in Schleiermacher. Only 
against the backdrop of such an elitist conception of dignity does it make 
sense to say that ‘claims that base human dignity on God and divine creation 
or imago Dei make human rights derivative, rather than primary.’49 And only 
then does it makes sense to denounce dignity discourse as ‘a religious foun-
dation clothed in secular garb,’ by insisting that ‘What must be primary is the 
human being as such, period.’50 The point of modern dignity discourse is pre-
cisely to make the human being primary – the very fact of being human and 
not the possession of a particular quality or the belonging to a particular reli-
gious, political, or social group, class or orientation. 

But then, what exactly is this universal distinction of human beings 
called dignity? 

 
 
13. THE FAILURE OF THE FACTOR X APPROACH  

1. In 2002, Francis Fukuyama searched for that ‘Factor X’ which makes us 
human, without which, he believes, human dignity can't have a foundation.51 
In ‘the political realm we are required to respect people equally on the basis 
of their possession of Factor X.’52 He is not satisfied with either the religious 
answer that all souls are equal before God,53 nor with Kant's answer that right 
is based on our capacity to make rational choices,54  (which isn’t Kant’s an-
swer) nor with the Darwinian position ‘that species do not have essences’ as a 
species is merely a snapshot at the moment between what came before and 
what will come afterwards.55 Rather, he argues, ‘Factor X cannot be reduced 
to the possession of moral choice, or reason, or language, or sociability, or 
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sentience, or emotions, or consciousness, or any other quality that has been 
put forth as a ground for human dignity. It is all these qualities coming to-
gether in a human whole that make up factor X.’56 It is not clear whether he 
uses the term ‘human dignity’ as a short formula of this complex set of fea-
tures, or whether he understands the set of features to be the necessary 
(and/or sufficient?) condition for applying the term ‘human dignity’ to a be-
ing. But it is clear, that for him there must be a set of features that mark off 
humans from other beings if the ascription of dignity is to have a legitimate 
foundation. 

2. A year later, in 2003, Ruth Macklin, professor of medical ethics at the 
Albert Einstein College of Medicine in New York, argued that ‘Dignity is a 
useless concept. It means no more than respect for persons or their autono-
my.’57 ‘Why,’ she asked, ‘do so many articles and reports appeal to human 
dignity, as if it means something over and above respect for persons or for 
their autonomy?’58 And she concludes: ‘Although the aetiology may remain a 
mystery, the diagnosis is clear. Dignity is a useless concept in medical ethics 
and can be eliminated without any loss of content.’59 

3. Another 5 years later, in 2008, the President's Council on Bioethics 
tried to put dignity on firmer conceptual ground in a 555-page report, titled 
Human Dignity and Bioethics. The report came under heavy fire, especially from 
the Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason and Science. Steven Pinker at-
tacked it in a paper on ‘The Stupidity of Dignity’ as ‘conservative bioethics’ 
latest, most dangerous ploy.’60 ‘The problem is that “dignity” is a squishy, 
subjective notion, hardly up to the heavyweight moral demands assigned to 
it.’61 He criticizes that many of the 28 essays are written by ‘vociferous advo-
cates of a central role for religion in morality and public life,’62 and that some 
‘align their arguments with Judeo-Christian doctrine’ which he finds shock-
ing in a secular context.63  
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It comes as little surprise when Pinker concludes that ‘the concept of 
dignity remains a mess.’64 For him, dignity  

has three features that undermine any possibility of using it as a foundation for 
bioethics. First, dignity is relative. One doesn't have to be a scientific or moral 
relativist to notice that ascriptions of dignity vary radically with the time, 
place, and beholder. Second, dignity is fungible. The Council and Vatican treat 
dignity as a sacred value, never to be compromised. In fact, every one of us vo-
luntarily and repeatedly relinquishes dignity for other goods in life. … Third, 
dignity can be harmful. … Indeed, totalitarianism is often the imposition of a 
leader's conception of dignity on a population, such as the identical uniforms 
in Maoist China or the burqas of the Taliban … So is dignity a useless con-
cept? Almost. The word does have an identifiable sense, which gives it a claim, 
though a limited one, on our moral consideration. Dignity is a phenomenon of 
human perception … certain features in another human being trigger ascripti-
ons of worth. These features include signs of composure, cleanliness, maturity, 
attractiveness, and control of the body. The perception of dignity in turn elicits 
a response in the perceiver. Just as the smell of baking bread triggers a desire to 
eat it, and the sight of a baby's face triggers a desire to protect it, the appear-
ance of dignity triggers a desire to esteem and respect the dignified person.65  

Dignity is clearly seen here as a descriptive concept, and an elitist one.  

This explains why dignity is morally significant: We should not ignore a phe-
nomenon that causes one person to respect the rights and interests of another. 
But it also explains why dignity is relative, fungible, and often harmful. Dignity 
is skin-deep: it's the sizzle, not the steak; the cover, not the book. What ulti-
mately matters is respect for the person, not the perceptual signals that typical-
ly trigger it. Indeed, the gap between perception and reality makes us vulnera-
ble to dignity illusions. We may be impressed by signs of dignity without un-
derlying merit, as in the tin-pot dictator, and fail to recognize merit in a person 
who has been stripped of the signs of dignity, such as a pauper or refugee.66 

‘Exactly what aspects of dignity should we respect?’67 Pinker gives two an-
swers, one positive, the other negative.  

For one thing, people generally want to be seen as dignified. Dignity is thus 
one of the interests of a person, alongside bodily integrity and personal proper-
ty, that other people are obligated to respect. We don't want anyone to stomp 
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on our toes; we don't want anyone to steal our hubcaps; and we don't want 
anyone to open the bathroom door when we're sitting on the john ... There is a 
second reason to give dignity a measure of cautious respect. Reductions in dig-
nity may harden the perceiver's heart and loosen his inhibitions against mist-
reating the person. When people are degraded and humiliated, such as Jews in 
Nazi Germany being forced to wear yellow armbands or dissidents in the Cul-
tural Revolution being forced to wear grotesque haircuts and costumes, onloo-
kers find it easier to despise them. ... Note, though, that all these cases involve 
coercion, so once again they are ruled out by autonomy and respect for per-
sons. So, even when breaches of dignity lead to an identifiable harm, it's ulti-
mately autonomy and respect for persons that gives us the grounds for con-

demning it.68 

Thus, according to Steven Pinker, dignity is a psychologically (or scien-
tifically) useless concept: everything we want to say can be expressed by au-
tonomy talk; it is a category of religious fanatics; and it is a phenomenon of 
human perception (what we conceive as ‘dignified’) that can bar us from see-
ing what is really important about persons. For all those reasons we should 
not continue dignity-discourse but rather decry this neoconservative idea as a 
scientifically useless notion. 

4. In 2010, Peter Augustine Lawler, a member of the President’s Council 
on Bioethics attacked by Pinker, replied in his Modern and American Dignity: 
Who We Are as Persons, and What That Means for our Future69 by drawing a 
sharp distinction between the ‘modern’ and the ‘American’ view of dignity. 
The ‘modern’ view of dignity, as he calls it, denies what’s good about who we 
are by nature, understanding human dignity to mean moral autonomy (free-
dom from nature) or productivity (asserting our mastery over nature by de-
vising ingenious transformations). This new understanding of dignity stands 
at odds with the ‘American’ view, which depends on the self-evidence of the 
truth that we are all created equally unique and irreplaceable. The American 
view, which is indebted to classical, Christian, and modern sources, under-
stands that free persons are more than merely autonomous or productive 
beings—or, for that matter, clever chimps. It sees what’s good in our personal 
freedom and our technical mastery over nature, but only in balance with the 
rest of what makes us whole persons—our dignified performance of our ‘rela-
tional’ duties as familial, political, and religious beings. 
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The modern view, as Lawler calls it, is based on a problematic methodo-
logical prejudice.  

It seems clear enough that human dignity must consist in what is unique about 
man as compared with other beings. That is to say, we must compare human 
beings with something else. Now, in a culture which has little or no conception 
of the supernatural, man cannot avoid comparing himself primarily with other 
visible beings (as opposed to invisible or spiritual beings) in determining where 
his uniqueness lies. Especially in a scientific culture, preoccupied as it is with 
natural studies and the alleviation of natural problems, it is not hard to see 
why many would reasonably conclude that what is unique about us humans is 
our ability to reflect on and alter our own nature. Animals cannot do this. You 
will never find even the noblest ape attempting to do things that it cannot do 
given its natural (or material) constitution (to fly, for example, or to develop 
electronic means of communication), nor will an ape attempt to make itself 
something other than it is by nature. Yet because of our unique abilities for in-
tellection and self-reflection, we humans do extend our abilities beyond what 
nature has equipped us to do (that is, our physical limitations), and we also 
dream of improving ourselves in other ways, including overcoming our own 
mortality. Human persons, in other words, have a strong tendency to find their 
uniqueness precisely in their autonomy with respect to nature, including their 

own nature.70 

Thus, for all his differences from Pinker, Lawler also agrees that dignity 
is a descriptive notion whose ascription is to be based on comparison. Not, 
however, on the comparison with other animals but on the comparison with 
supernatural beings. Since our culture has lost touch with this tradition, we 
look for dignity where it cannot be found (in our freedom from nature) in-
stead of concentrating on what is good about who we are by nature. We need 
to be more Aristotelian and less modernist in our understanding of dignity if 
we want to defend it against the attack and criticism of empiricist and natur-
alist philosophers. 

 
 
14. DESCRIPTIVE VS. ORIENTING CONCEPTIONS 

However, Lawler shares too much common ground with the views he 
repudiates. He construes dignity as a descriptive concept based on compari-
son just as his opponents do, and he criticizes his critics only for arguing 
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from a wrong naturalist comparison with animals instead of from a compari-
son with supernatural beings. But this ties the problem to the problematic 
distinction between naturalism and theism and forgoes the opportunity to 
benefit from the Kantian insight that is neither naturalistic nor theistic. For 
Kant, ‘dignity’ is not a descriptive but an orienting concept. What does this 
mean? 

Descriptive concepts can be predicated of subjects, defined, and used to 
classify phenomena into sets on the basis of particular features, traits, or cha-
racteristics. The traditional definition of ‘human being’ as ‘rational animal’ 
(animal rationale) is a case in point: It describes humans as animals, and it 
marks them off from other animals by their rationality as their distinguishing 
characteristic.71 

Orienting concepts, on the other hand, cannot be defined because they 
have no semantically fixed meaning but only a pragmatic use whose rules or 
grammar can be described. They provide a scheme of orientation in terms of a 
set of distinctions and a means of locating ourselves and others by using that 
scheme that allow us to orient ourselves and others in real or symbolic spac-
es. Thus, we use schemes of spatial distinctions (left/right; above/ below; in 
front/behind etc.) to orient ourselves in space; or schemes of temporal dis-
tinctions (past/present/ future; earlier/later than etc.) to orient ourselves in 
time; or schemes of communication (personal pronouns) to orient ourselves 
in communicative contexts; or schemes of salutary distinctions 
(healthy/unhealthy; good/bad; medicine/ poison; etc.) to orient ourselves in 
health situations; or schemes of emotional distinctions to orient ourselves in 
bodily situations (pleasant/unpleasant; frightening/reassuring; etc.); or 
schemes of moral distinctions (good/evil) to orient ourselves in moral con-
texts; or schemes of interpersonal behavior (dignity/value) to orient ourselves 
in the mode of relating to others. These schemes are different and each has 
its own internal logic. For example, the spatial distinction between left and 
right can only be applied from a neutral position that is neither left nor right, 
whereas the temporal distinctions between past, present, and future can only 
be applied by being places in the present and not in the past or the future. 
But for all these differences, they have a common set of pragmatic functions 
that can be summarized as follows: 

1. These distinctions are not descriptive distinctions ‘in the world’ but 

orienting distinctions in how we relate to the world: There is no ‘here’ 
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and ‘now,’ ‘left’ or ‘right,’ ‘present’ or ‘past,’ ‘good’ or ‘evil’ in the world, 
but only with respect to us as we relate to the world around us in these 
ways. 

2. These distinctions orient by not allowing for degrees or exceptions: If 
anything is present, past, or future in a given discourse, everything is 
present, past, or future.  

3. These distinctions are only relevant, i.e. effective, by being used: Unless 
we orient ourselves in space in terms of left and right, there is no ‘left’ 

or ‘right.’ 
4. One cannot use any one of these distinctions without using the whole 

scheme: Nobody can say ‘I’ or ‘you’ without being able to say ‘he,’ ‘she,’ 
‘it,’ ‘we,’ ‘you’ and ‘they’ as well. Take one element of the scheme away 
and the whole scheme stops functioning. 

5. One cannot use these distinctions without at the same time applying 
them to oneself, i.e. to locate oneself and others within the scheme: We 
cannot say ‘you’ without using (implicitly or in fact) ‘I’ or ‘we’ for us; 
and we cannot use ‘dignity’ for us without using it of others, and vice 

versa. 
Thus, whereas elitist conceptions of dignity are either rank- or hie-

rarchy-relative (as in Nietzsche or – in a different and more complex way – in 
Thomas) or description based, i.e. require a particular set of features to be 
instantiated by someone to whom they are applied legitimately, dignity used 
in a Kantian sense is not a generalized description or universalized elitist 
conception (i.e. an elitist conception with unrestricted scope) but an orient-
ing device for a particular practice of human life, i.e. the practice of relating 
to others in moral contexts, in communication, and in other forms of social 
interaction. The basis for a legitimate ascription of dignity is not a ‘Factor X,’ 
whether understood as a single feature or a complex set of features, but a 
practice of (moral) communication. We ascribe dignity to those with whom 
we communicate as human beings: If they are human persons, we treat them 
with dignity. This we do not because of any particular feature or set of fea-
tures in them, but solely because we commit ourselves in principle to view 
and relate to anyone who is a human person in such a way that certain types 
of behavior are not acceptable (negative notions of dignity), whereas others 
are appropriate, desirable, required, or imperative (positive notions of digni-
ty). How we conceptualize dignity changes over time and from culture to cul-
ture, but to use dignity as a basic device or idea for orienting our ways of re-
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lating to those who communicate with us in human interactions and practic-
es is or can be (relatively) stable over time.  

What is important here is that practice comes first, not dignity. Without 
a humane practice of living together with other persons, there is no dignity. 
We destroy or harm this practice if we ascribe dignity only to us and not to 
others as well, or only to some humans, and not to all, or only sometimes, 
and not always, or not only to humans but also to other animals. Conversely, 
we further this practice if we commit ourselves to viewing and treating every 
human being, not merely family and friends but also strangers and enemies, 
as human persons with an untouchable dignity. In this sense, dignity is an 
orienting concept of a particular human practice – the practice of living a 
humane rather than an inhumane life together with others (before God – as 
Christians, Jews, or Moslems will add). The rule of dignity defines a practice 
that encompasses all human beings to whom we can or could relate in com-
municative interactions as persons, it comprises all dimensions of our lives 
from the biological and corporeal through the social and political to the mor-
al and religious,72 and it states that we commit ourselves to relate to other 
persons in the same way as we relate to ourselves as persons. To be a human 
person is enough for sharing this dignity – not to be human in a particular 
way, or to be genetically close or very similar to humans. The ascription of 
dignity is not based on comparison, and it is not relative to or dependent on 
a set of features in a human being, but merely on the fact that we see and 
identify the other as a human person73 with whom we interact in a common 
practice with other human persons. 
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15. THREE DIMENSIONS OF DIGNITY DISCOURSE 

Thus, if we construe dignity discourse as orienting discourse, then the 
basic problem is not how to define dignity (in a naturalistic or theistic, a 
modern or an American way), but rather who is to count as a human person 
so that he or she is a potential partner of human dignity practice. For empi-
ricists this seems to be primarily a biological problem, but it is not. Through-
out Western history the character and identity of human beings has been ex-
plored by drawing on three basic contrasts or comparisons: the biological 
contrast between humans and non-humans (humans vs. other animals); the 
theological contrast between humans and super-humans (humans vs. gods); 
and the anthropological contrast between humans and humans (inhumane 
vs. humane ways of living).  

Against the backdrop of these approaches three distinct sets of differ-
ences have been used to determine the content and function of the concept 
of dignity. For many it ‘seems clear enough that human dignity must consist 
in what is unique about man as compared with other beings.’74 However, this 
can be spelled out in naturalistic, theistic or anthropological terms.  

 Naturalists understand dignity to be a relative distinction based on a set of 
biological features that can be found more or less clearly in (some) hu-
mans and to some degree also in (some) other great apes; and sometimes 
more clearly in apes than in humans. Dignity can legitimately be ascribed 
to those who manifest these features, whether human or not. 

 Theists, on the other hand, base their account of dignity on a comparison 

of humans with deities or the divine. Whereas humans are deficient with 
respect to perfect being, they are more perfect than any other non-divine 
beings because of their sense of the divine – a sense allegedly unique to 

them (sensus divinitatis).75  

 Anthropological accounts of dignity, finally, compare humans with other 
humans and understand dignity as a distinct mode of living a human life – 
a mode that differentiates between inhumane und humane ways of living. 
The ascription of dignity here depends on a conception of the good life 
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that serves as the touchstone for judging the actual life of humans if they 
live up to this standard or fail to do so. Those, and only those, who live 
their lives in a humane way, however this may be defined, manifest digni-
ty. 

Thus, whereas naturalistic accounts ascribe dignity to some humans and some 
other apes, theistic accounts ascribe it to all humans and only to humans, and 
anthropological accounts ascribe it to those humans who live their lives in a 
particular way. 

 
 

16. DIGNITY AS A DISTINCTION OF PERSONS 

In the anthropological sense, dignity is not a natural property or trait, 
nor a set of natural properties or traits that can be identified in an organism 
(naturalism), but a moral category: It is a short formula for the human self-
determination to treat other persons with the respect they deserve because of 
our common humanity.  

However, what is this common humanity? Answers differ widely. Biolog-
ical accounts elaborate the differences between humans and other animals. 
But this by itself will never be enough. It will always result in identifying 
merely gradual differences, and this is not enough for the absolute ascription 
of dignity because it misses the moral point and orienting function of dignity 
discourse. 

In order to avoid the naturalistic fallacy of searching for a Factor X in 
Fukuyama’s sense, moral answers understand our being human not simply as 
a natural fact but as a way of basing our lives on a normative decision about 
what we want to be and how we want to live as humans. We can live, or fail 
to live, our lives in a humane (as opposed to an inhumane) way, and if we 
can, then we should. From a moral perspective the decisive feature of being 
human is not to be what one is, but rather to have the potential, the duty and 
the obligation to become what one can be as a human being by living a hu-
mane rather than an inhumane life. 

The religious answer goes beyond the moral answer by defining a hu-
mane way of life in a specific way, i.e. by viewing, placing, or locating human 
life in relation to God. The theological argument behind this can briefly be 
summarized as follows: We are all different, but as the different individuals 
we are, we are all equal before the law. However, the set of those who are 
equal before the law comprises those, and only those, who are equal before 
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God. Equality before God is the non-natural distinction we all share as per-
sons, and this is the basis for the ascription of dignity to us. Personhood and 
equality are not something that can be ascribed to humans on the basis of a 
comparison, but rather are presupposed in comparing humans with others. 
The logic of comparing requires reference to a third in order to compare two: 
to compare A with B is to compare A to B with respect to C. From a religious 
perspective, humans are equal with respect to the law because they are equal 
with respect to the presence of God; and they are equal with respect to God 
not because they chose to live in the presence of God but rather because God 
freely becomes their loving neighbor and in doing so opens the space and 
time for humans to live their lives in a humane way – or to fail to do so.  

That is to say, dignity is not ascribed to us tout court but to us as per-
sons, and not just in any sense of ‘person’ but in so far as we as persons ma-
nifest or express the presence of God. As persons we are more than we appear 
to be: We are signs that point beyond ourselves to the presence of the one 
without whom we would not be, and we can become signs that manifest the 
presence of God to others, not necessarily by intentionally trying to do so but 
rather, and normally, without knowing it, or learning about it only retrospec-
tively. To be able to signify God’s presence to others is what distinguishes us 
from other beings. As persons we are personae of God’s presence.  

Thus, to respect the dignity of persons is to respect the presence of God 
in the other and myself. This is more than the Kantian principle that human 
beings should never be treated merely as a means, but always as ends in 
themselves. It is to insist that we – each and every one of us – are more than 
we appear to be because we are personae dei, i.e. somebody in and through 
whom God makes his presence manifest to others. Persons in this sense are 
not only the powerful and rich, as a misconceived doctrine of analogy might 
suggest, but even more so the poor and oppressed, those without rights and 
possession, those whom we don’t like, even our enemies: They are all poten-
tial occasions of the manifestation of God’s presence to us, and hence should 
be treated with the respect those deserve who are dignified by God to be-
come occasions for manifesting his presence.  

That is to say, everybody, simply by being a human person, is dignified to 
become an occasion of manifesting God’s presence to others. This is the 
Christian origin and foundation of the universalist idea of human dignity 
with respect to humans, which is based on an elitist understanding of dignity 
with respect to God: Dignity is first and foremost the dignity of God the cre-
ator, maker of heaven and earth. God’s dignity is transferred and extended to 
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the creature when and in so far as God makes them bearers and revealers of 
his presence to others. It is a dignity in which creatures participate by receiv-
ing it as a gift of God without ever possessing it. And since they do not pos-
sess it, they cannot lose or be robbed of it. This is why the dignity of human 
persons is universal and untouchable, and yet they can be treated in ways 
that ignore and contradict it. Their dignity can be offended by treating them 
in inhumane ways. But this offends the dignity of the source and origin of all 
dignity, i.e. the one who has chosen to make human beings his representa-
tives and to manifest his presence to us in and through each and every hu-
man person, not merely, as the elitist notion has it, through some of us but 
not others.  

 
 
17.  PROPERTY ESSENTIALISM VS. DYNAMIC PERSONALISM 

The three basic contrasts for comparing human beings result in three 
different approaches to human dignity. The first concentrates on comparing 
humans and non-humans (animals), and seeks to explicate dignity as an indi-
cator of biological excellence. But this approach is a failure. Naturalism is no 
help in understanding dignity. 

The third concentrates on comparing humans with humans and sees the 
real difference at stake not in the biological difference between humans and 
other animals but rather in the anthropological difference between humane 
and inhumane ways of living a human life.  Dignity here indicates a mode of 
human living – a humane as distinct from an inhumane mode of living. This is 
the proper locus of dignity discourse as developed in the 20th century.  

The central question then becomes what we mean by a ‘humane way of 
living a human life.’ Here the second approach as worked out in the Christian 
tradition offers two importantly different answers. 

The first is property essentialism: Dignity is a property that distinguishes 
humans (and angels) from other creatures or distinguishes a religious view of 
the world as creation (Pope Benedict XVI: ‘dignity of the earth’) from secular 
views. Thus humans have dignity because they are rational beings or at least 
beings who have the potential of being rational beings. They are rational 
souls in a body, and whereas the latter signifies their commonality with other 
creatures, the former signifies their (analogical) commonality with their 
Creator. The problem of this approach is that it collapses two distinctions 
into one: the distinction between God and creature, and the distinction be-
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tween human and other creatures. Reason or rationality are taken to consti-
tute the decisive difference between humans and other creatures on earth, 
and they are at the same time taken to be that which show us, and only us, to 
be related to God. The feature or property that singles humans out among 
creatures is at the same time that which singles humans out in their relati-
onship to God.  But this is in no way obvious and results in an over-
determined notion of reason: Reason is what distinguishes us from other an-
imals (animal rationale) and as such constitutes our (relative) sameness with 
God according to the analogical difference between God as the source of rea-
son and dignity and humans as the created occasions of reason and dignity. 
However, why should that which distinguishes us from other animals be at 
the same time that which manifests our special relationship with God? Prop-
erty essentialism uses the theological comparison between the human and 
the divine to interpret or elucidate the biological difference between humans 
and other animals. It gives a theological answer to a biological problem, and 
in doing so it fails to locate the problem of dignity where it ought to be lo-
cated: in the difference between humane and inhumane ways of living a hu-
man life. 

The second and very different answer is given by a dynamic personalism: 
Dignity is seen as divine gift that empowers us to become what we can be 
because of the gift given to us. It is a distinction that enables us to become 
the persons we can be by living up to who we are as persons: God’s freely 
chosen neighbors. We are all born as humans who can live as persons, and 
we do this in the fullest sense open to us if we orient our lives to the way God 
relates to us. By relating to us as our neighbor, God gives us the potential to 
become what we cannot become from our own powers: humans who live a 
humane life as persons among persons before God. The theological contrast 
between human and divine is used here not to elucidate the contrast between 
humans and animals but rather the anthropological or ethical contrast be-
tween humane and inhumane ways of living our life. The point of departure 
is not what humans are, do, or have but rather what God does to and for 
them. From a human perspective this means emphasizing the basic passivity, 
dependency or (in more positive terms) enrichment and empowerment of 
human life by the way God relates to and becomes present in it. Dignity is 
and remains God’s property and hence cannot be taken away from us who 
participate in it as a divine gift. This gift can be spelled out without reference 
to dignity. Indeed, this category may explicitly be avoided because it lends 
itself to naturalist or essentialist misunderstandings, i.e. as signifying some-
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thing in our biological, natural or cultural make-up that marks us off from 
other creatures. But the point of the dynamic personalist understanding of 
dignity is that we are unique not in what we are but in what we become em-
powered to show or indicate about God (creator) – i.e. that God is present to 
his creation in a particular way, a way spelled out as love in the Christian tra-
dition. Thus, the criterion of a properly humane humanity is to accept one’s 
basic passivity, i.e. our empowerment to mediate and manifest the presence 
of God to others. This empowerment is something beyond our control: we 
cannot give it to anyone nor can we take it away from anyone: It is a pre-
given of all our acting and doing. This in turn grounds our respect for each 
other – a respect that is always a respect for the respect of God for others. 
That is to say, we respect others because we respect that God respects every-
one as his neighbor, not merely those who belong to a particular nation, 
group, or tradition, but unrestrictedly everyone: God is the neighbor of every-
body. This constitutes the dignity of human persons as the humane mode of 
living a human life in the presence of God. Humans acknowledge and respect 
this, as Christians say, by living according to the rule of love: To live in this 
way is to see God (or God’s presence) in everybody and hence tailor what we 
do not merely to our own interests or the requirements of the other but also, 
and even more so, to the gift that he or she represents as much as we do: to 
be those whom God has chosen to be his neighbors. 
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