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Introduction

This book is about human dignity; about what it is and why it is. What
human dignity is constitutes a problem, because it is not obvious, even
though, or perhaps precisely because, it might seem so initially. The
problem of identifying exactly what human dignity is, is a problem that
underlies the related problem of insuring that human dignity is recog-
nized. We shall concern ourselves only with the first of these problems.
Contributing theoretically to solve the consequent problem is possible
and desirable, but it requires expertise in law, political and social science
that the author does not possess. It is to be hoped, however, that people
with that kind of expertise might be able to profit from our discussion of
the underlying problem, in order to make advances in their respective
fields.

Our problem, that of identifying exactly what human dignity is and
why, surfaces when human dignity is dismissed as being merely a quaint
religious dogma, a poetic conceit, a rhetorical device or a romantic ideal.
It presents itself when human dignity is seen as a convenient legal fiction,
a social construction or an ethnocentric belief. In all these cases it is
taken for granted that the expression is meaningless, although it has some
political and legal use. This again means that the ambition to found hu-
man rights on human dignity frequently is accompanied by a modicum of
ironic superiority: ‘human dignity is for preambles and solemn occasions,
but it really doesn’t have any specific content or meaning, it means any-
thing you like’.

If it really had absolutely no meaning, however, how would we know
what it was that had no meaning? How could we talk about human dig-
nity? The expression must make some sense for us to want to talk about
it at solemn occasions and use it in preambles. Even ‘unicorn’ and ‘square
circle’ make some sense — we can understand what they mean. This book
is about the meaning of the expression ‘human dignity’. It is about why
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we tend to use it, even those of us who thus dismiss it, and about what it
refers to, when we do.

One of the more important things we believe when we ‘believe’ in
human dignity, is that it is not an arbitrary, accidental, accessory or even
unjustified idea, but that it has a necessity about it, available to and en-
compassing all human beings. When we pause to think about it however,
we find it very hard to say where this necessity is coming from, what it
relies upon, or why it is that people with contrary worldviews — believers,
atheists, communists, social democrats, liberals, conservatives — share the
sense of necessity, without sharing the argumentative context in terms of
which they might explain it.

We all seem well aware of the advantages of having a well-grounded
sense of human dignity; its function as a legal criterion is in the interest
of all; it allows for a pan-cultural foundation for ethics and indeed of law;
and the ethical standard it provides for respectful behaviour seems avail-
able to every human individual around the globe. The human community
is too much in need of these things not to desire to have, hold and under-
stand this notion of human dignity in a manner that does not depend on
political or religious observation and ethnic identity.

The present investigation attempts to step into the void between al-
ternative ‘foundations’ or ‘explanations’ and explain them as well as hu-
man dignity in terms of historical human experience, available to all,
anywhere. What we shall argue is that human dignity is the fundamental
value of the human being, that it can be understood as such in very dif-
ferent epistemological contexts typical of contemporary trends and that
it can function as a basic principle for law and ethics because the value is
indispensable to our experience as human beings.

The work is laid out as a classic phenomenological investigation
moving from empirics (Part I) over eidetics (Part II) to constitution
(Part III). Phenomenologists will recognize this schema from the plan of
Husserl’s Ideas and Stein’s On the Problem of Empathy. The first step,
‘empirics’ investigates the empirical occurrence of the expression ‘human
dignity’ in the Western philosophical tradition. Distinctive features and
peculiarities of its historical appearances are noted. The second step, ei-
detics, identifies the essential contours of the idea, extracted and refined
from its real-world instantiations: human dignity is something and a defi-
nite something in order to have real-world instantiations in the first place.
Constitution analysis, the third step, describes how that definite some-
thing registers within human experience; how it feels or is experienced.
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Thus human dignity is investigated in three modes: as a term appearing in
historical texts, as a reality independent of its various historical expres-
sions and as an experience immanently lived and liveable.

We thus attempt to identify human dignity in three complementary
ways. Part I proposes a history of human dignity articulated by a succes-
sion of contexts; a cosmo-centric, a Christo-centric, a Modern and a
Contemporary one. It argues that the fragments of theory to which the
texts testify can be explained in terms of their context and that the idea
has expressed itself most fully in our own context characterised by the
human rights tradition. Earlier contexts however, have contributed genu-
ine understandings of human dignity, which with their explanatory struc-
tures are still operative in our own pluralist context, and provide what is
often termed ‘foundations’ for the idea.

The context-characteristic ‘foundational” accounts of human dignity
serve towards an eidetic analysis of the essence of human dignity in Part
I, so as to test our post-modern understanding for its inclusiveness of
the various traditions. Three context-representative accounts are com-
pleted by means of corresponding epistemological and ontological theo-
ries so as to assess what exactly Aristotle, Aquinas and Kant would un-
derstand human dignity to be had they granted specific attention to its
eidos. It is shown that each of these accounts not only accord with the
proposed definition, but also corroborates and elucidates it. In this man-
ner our definition is shown to be compatible with different epistemologi-
cal contexts, which otherwise may be understood to give rise to incom-
patible ideas of human dignity.

In Part III a constitutional analysis of human dignity, characteristic
of our own context, enables us to grasp the experiential content of the
idea and its existential importance. It explores the constitution of the
human person and the constitution of value before combining these two
in an analysis of the constitution of the fundamental value of the human
being. It is shown that the recognition of human dignity is of decisive
cultural and social consequence and that it is essential to human experi-
ence as we know it. It is in other words shown that human dignity is im-
plicit in human experience as what makes it possible.

In this way the investigation proceeds from the multiplicity of inter-
pretations (Part I) through hypothetical clarification (Part II), to existen-
tial substantiation (Part III); from texts on human dignity (Part I), which
can only be understood if there is something to which they all relate
(Part II), and of which we can and do have knowledge independently of
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the texts themselves (Part III). This teleological structure (the emerging
of the core meaning in the first parts being explained only by the final
chapters) is typical of a hermeneutical investigation. The completion of
the hermeneutical investigation by a phenomenological one (with its ei-
detic and constitutional parts) makes a similar teleological point, namely
that the affirmation of human dignity occupies so central a place in hu-
man experience that its denial would render the latter unrecognisable.

This map of the investigation hopefully allows the reader to make a
way through the work, beginning with, moving on to and finishing with
whatever part is most appropriate to his or her interests, presuppositions
and ambitions. A Glossary of Phenomenological Terms is provided at the
end of the book, which doubles as an index of the same terms. This
should allow for easy cross-checking of specific topics, and further refer-
ence.

Edith Stein’s phenomenological perspective, accounting as it does in
a unique way for both social construction and the phenomenon of valua-
tion, lends itself not only to the integration of hermeneutical and phe-
nomenological methods as necessitated by our investigation, but also to
the analysis of human dignity in its phenomenal, personal and social di-
mensions. Stein’s intersubjective value-theory allows us to conduct an
analysis of human dignity as an object we constitute to be motivating us,
while at the same time clarifying why we come to constitute it in this
manner. As the theory enables us to distinguish between the perspectives
of the T and the ‘we’, while understanding both in their interdepend-
ence, it allows us to distinguish personal value-response and -experience
from communal experience and cultural normativity, while also under-
standing the contribution of personal experience to communal experi-
ence. For all these reasons we have chosen to inform our phenomenol-
ogical approach by Stein’s philosophy in particular. Its post-modern di-
mension, allowing for a systematic investigation of social construction
within a decisively pluralistic phenomenological perspective, also consti-
tutes a prolongation of Husserl’s phenomenology that is particularly apt
to meet a contemporary demand for critical objectivity.

Our hermeneutical investigation is explicitly limited to Western
European sources (or sources with direct influence in Western Europe).
Eastern European, Asian, African, Oceanic and American sources would
need to be taken into account in a universal study, to which what follows
could serve as a ‘regional’ contribution. Probably the central insights of
this investigation would not be radically changed by the findings of a
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universal study, but it would certainly be put into context. Against the
limited background of the Western European sources we can already ar-
gue that human dignity can, does, and indeed is likely to play the role of a
universal cultural ideal because it can, is and indeed is likely to be identi-
fied in experience by every human being as the importance of that experi-
ence, regardless of the individual’s tradition or culture.

Two important grammatical points must be made before we start the
investigation. The English expression ‘human dignity’ consists of the
predicate ‘human’ and the noun ‘dignity’. The adjective qualifies the noun
so as to determine the kind of dignity in question as being of the human
kind. (The adjective has a similar function in the expression ‘human be-
ing’. Here it qualifies the noun ‘being’, to determine the kind of being in
question as being of the human kind.) Because of this qualification, the
expression cannot function adjectively in English. That is, we cannot say,
without doing violence to language, the ‘human dignitiness’ of someone
(or ‘human dignifiedness’ of someone), anymore than we can say the
‘human beingness” of someone. We shall show that this is because we re-
fer, by the expression ‘human dignity’ to a value we by the expression
designate as fundamental. A fundamental value is not essentially a qual-
ity; it is essentially fundamental, and thus it does not call for an adjectival
use, only a substantive one. ‘Human dignity’ can function grammatically
only as a substantive. Moreover: when ‘human’ and ‘dignity’ are used in
conjunction they form the expression ‘human dignity’, which is not sim-
ply an equivalent of ‘dignity’. ‘Dignity’ could be predicated of many dif-
ferent species in each their own way, whereas ‘human dignity’ is reserved
to human beings. The combination of the terms in the expression human
dignity’ fixates the meaning of the term ‘dignity’, to designate a specific
dignity that is characteristic of human beings. Thus to say that a dol-
phin’s dignity is ‘human dignity’ remains a misattribution, and as such it
lies outside the parameters of this investigation.

These things stated, we can start the investigation.
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Part I
A History of Human Dignity

When reflecting on how to proceed with an investigation of human dig-
nity, one soon comes to be haunted by what has been called the ‘herme-
neutical circle’: the perspective of the interpreter is an unavoidable condi-
tion for the gathering and systematisation of data. The rendering explicit
of presuppositions seems the only way forward, and thus we have pro-
ceeded from the assumption that the textual appearance of the expression
‘human dignity’ provides evidence for its use and therefore for its mean-
ing. Nevertheless, the texts thus announcing themselves as concerned
with the problem of human dignity remain closed until one unlocks them
with an idea of what one expects to find. Finding such an idea is compli-
cated by the fact that several, seemingly incompatible, ideas seem to be
required by the textual material available. Thus a conceptual model is
proposed of how these ideas relate. The model allows us to interpret hu-
man dignity as having one meaning conjugated according to different
contexts and to interpret the texts as all concerned with the one subject
under investigation. It also allows us to clarify presuppositions, eliminate
prejudice and read imaginatively in the texts’ proper contexts so as to
gain an understanding of what the idea sought for means in the various
texts investigated, in contrast with other texts, and in the larger context
of us interpreting these texts.

The model of contexts proposed to clarify the meaning of the ex-
pression consists of sets of conventions accounting for the possibility of
making sense generally and of conceptualising human dignity specifically.
It explains how the idea has been channelled in different ways, presup-
posing that human dignity makes sense, both in the different contexts
where the expression occurs and through these in itself as something that
is and can be expressed in different contexts. The model helps us explain
the development of the idea as its being conditioned by different conven-
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tions colouring, shaping, promoting or preventing its conception so that
the history of human dignity is written as the series of changing condi-
tions for its conception as an idea.

The texts interpreted have been selected according to the following

criteria:

1. The expression ‘human dignity’, and its equivalents in other lan-
guages, have been sought out or at least sought after, so that all
texts considered reflect this quest for linguistic accuracy. Any
other criterion would confuse the issue, given that our aim is to
clarify what is meant by the expression.

2. Hence texts are included if they specifically concern human dig-
nity (be they legal, philosophical, theological or other), and frag-
ments of texts reflecting on human dignity by significant thinkers
have been included to broaden the evidence of how human dig-
nity has been understood.

3. Significant thinkers who do not specifically use the expression
‘human dignity’ but whose thought touch on related areas have
not been included. Thus Plato, whose focus on eros does not lead
him to talk about human dignity, has been left out. So has Suarez,
whose natural law theory includes no explicit reflection on the
substantive basis for human equality; Hegel, whose focus is not
on the individual human being, nor on dignity; and Schelling,
who, in his treatment of Anerkennung does not use the term
Wiirde or Menschenwiirde. Were such thinkers to be included one
would need to formulate the idea of human dignity very clearly
before the start of the investigation, so as to have a criterion to
decide when the texts were concerned with it and when not.
Whereas such discernment might not be strictly speaking impos-
sible (although impracticable), it could not clarify what is meant
by the expression, nor could it make any more plausible any defi-
nition of the idea which it proposed: it would only show that the
idea proposed was dealt with by whatever thinkers were chosen.
This procedure might prove fruitful for a single-context investi-
gation, but it could not yield a cross-context investigation of hu-
man dignity, and it has therefore not been adopted.

4. Works concerned with dignity rather than with human dignity,
for example Schiller’s Uber Anmut und Wiirde, have as a rule not
been included. They have however, been discussed if their use of
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‘dignity’ is particularly enlightening, and this is indeed often the
case.

Our model thus allows for one idea of human dignity which makes sense
in different contexts, each of these contexts in turn representing an ep-
och in Western European history. The contexts get defined from the out-
side by their differences and from the inside by the way in which a char-
acteristic understanding of human dignity is generated in each of them.
Difference is revealed by other worldviews co-existing with it (not shar-
ing its presuppositions) so that contexts tend to be localised in space and
time, seemingly related to stable material conditions which condition the
general point of view. The change of contexts appears conditioned from
below by the development of new technology, as it changes traditional
patterns of social organization and leads to changes in the conventions
about social status, the understanding of virtue and the explanation of
things. Individuals take a number of attitudes in relation to contexts:
they adopt them, endorse them, defend them or reject them; they can
also move between them and question them. Sometimes rules for ‘con-
version” apply, at other times it is possible for individuals to partake in
several contexts, whether because of confusion or by means of a personal
or cultural synthesis. Co-existing contexts are as porous as are the groups
identified by them. It remains that to adopt a context one must have
knowledge about its possibility (either from the inside or from the out-
side) and consider its conventions convincing, practicable or true.'

For the model to work as a heuristic instrument the number of con-
texts it brings into relation with one another must be manageable. Some
differences will have to recede to make others decisive, and to make the

' Alasdair MacIntyre’s understanding of rivalling traditions of moral rationality
is comparable to our understanding of varying contexts, as is Agnes Heller’s un-
derstanding of the competition between authorities (MacIntyre, Alasdair: Three
Rival Versions of Moral Inguiry, Duckworth, London, 1990; Heller, Agnes: A
Theory of Modernity, Blackwell, Malden — Oxford, 1999). Wils, Jean-Pierre: “The
End of “Human Dignity” in Ethics?” in Concilium, June 1989, pp. 39-54 suggests
a ‘classification of types’ of understandings of human dignity including the four
we suggest among several others, thus also attempting a classification akin to
ours, although he does not attribute the difference in types to the different con-
texts. It has been remarked that our understanding of contexts also has similari-
ties with Foucault’s ‘episteme’, Les mots et les choses. Une archéologie des sciences
humaines, Gallimard, Paris, 1966.
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interpretation it renders possible salient. Our model, represented in fig.
1, allows for four contexts (and not three or seven) because this seems to
fit the uses of the expression and explain them, both historically and
now.” The contexts are supposed to feed into one another: on the one
hand by the moving on from one context to the next by historical devel-
opment and on the other by presenting an imaginable (possible) world-
view to succeeding contexts. As the model is the means of the interpreta-
tion, its justification is the whole of the investigation it renders possible
(Part I), but the amount and variety of textual evidence for the use of the
expression ‘human dignity’ makes the investigation impracticable without
some model.

Fig. 1.
The idea of human dignity

Material
conditions,
Technology, @ @ @ @
Conditioning Classical Medieval Modern Post-modern

context context context context
Context,

>r—>
Contributing ‘K’
to further

Contexts and

their
Expression ‘Imago Der’ ‘dignity of ‘human
of the Idea man’ dignity’

The conventions of importance for a context-specific understanding of
human dignity can be classified as ethical (concerning virtue, personal life,
status, right and duty); socio-political and legal (concerning the nature of
law and society); metaphysical and religious (concerning the place of the
human being in the cosmos, its relation to the divine and its destiny) and
epistemological and logical (concerning what it means for something to be
what it is, the nature of rationality and what it means for a being to be ra-
tional or intelligent). Such conventions, once established, function as fac-
tors of social integration; they are topoi which make people of the same

? Tt is possible, however, to imagine another useful model allowing for three, five,
six or seven contexts, but then the corresponding historical periods would not
be the classically accepted ones that we have adopted.
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worldview identifiable to one another and they have therefore a tendency
to perpetuate themselves as they maintain a common frame for commu-
nication. They are intelligible by their function as factors that integrate
groups or periods, conditioning value-response in their temporal or
physical environment.” The model enables us therefore to highlight not
only differences between contexts conditioning the conception of human
dignity, but also cultural obstacles to the development of the understand-
ing of the idea. Contexts, in fact, — unlike theories of human dignity -
need not be consistent in the sense of generating logically coherent un-
derstandings of human dignity. They are in contrast consistent in pro-
ducing or conditioning a specific type of understanding, characteristic
perhaps by its type of logical or internal izconsistency, which may indeed
be explicable by the practical impossibility of recognising in practice what
coherence would indicate in theory. Female and black voices, often pro-
ducing what seems to be a shift of topic, a breach in style or a disturbing
element, is a case in point. The disturbance these voices produce brings
to attention that their authors have often been understood both to have
and not have human dignity, and the texts in which they sound awkward
document a type of operation typical of contexts, which cannot so easily
be captured in single-context analyses. The voices reveal the hidden con-
ventions, awkwardness being interpreted as a sign of contexts being dis-
turbed without being changed.

Such awkwardness is by no means unimportant to the development
of the idea — on the contrary. As it happens, the expression ‘human dig-
nity’ seems to emerge rather slowly from contexts where ‘dignity’ was
used to appreciate the importance of various human individuals in con-
trast with other individuals who were not thought to possess it to the
same degree. ‘Human dignity’ probably became part of current usage at
the same time and for the same reasons as the expression ‘human person’,
Le. to designate the fundamental value or importance of the human indi-
vidual as such. The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights testifies
to the currency of both terms, and within the human rights tradition
flowing from the Universal Declaration, the term is constantly used to
express the basic intuition from which human rights proceed. It is meant
as the basic principle upon which human rights rest, and it is said to be

* Chapter 9 accounts for values playing the role of integrating communities. The
presuppositions making up contexts are conventions that condition value-
response, i.e. render the adoption of some values more likely (easier) than oth-
ers.
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inherent and inalienable in each and every person. This means that ‘hu-
man dignity’ comes to currency as an expression in a context we must call
post-modern, if we understand the Second World War to have shattered
the confidence in the subject associated with Modernity. But the idea
that comes to expression has of course a history before that which is the
history of how it found expression and progressively became a current
expression. The idea has a no less dramatic history after the Universal
Declaration — ending in today’s discussions of who or what ought to
count as a human being having human dignity, a discussion to which this
book contributes.

To begin our investigation we shall now trace how the expression
‘human dignity’ came to be current, and also what happened to the idea
once the expression had gained currency. This we shall do (in this Part I,
chapters 1-4) so as to attempt to find out what the expression ‘human
dignity’ can plausibly be thought to mean (something which we shall fur-
ther investigate in Part II, chapters 5-8).
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Chapter 1
Human Dignity in the Cosmo-centric Context

Nature, or the cosmos, was in ancient times a widely-accepted explana-
tory factor. Trade necessitated a topos to which all had equal access and
the ever-present, ever self-renewing nature (physis, natura), or, to use the
Greek term that underlines the intelligibility and beauty of it, kosmos, fit-
ted the bill. Religion and politics were both, in contrast, characteristic of
individual peoples and hence controversial or divisive. The cosmo-centric
paradigm arising from holding in common the beauty of nature and its
inherent intelligibility gave impetus to philosophy and science, empower-
ing individuals to observe growing things and to understand their pur-
pose. The focus on nature successfully balanced the worship of fertility
and order appealing to the civilised individual who lived not only as a
member of a tribe or clan but also as a citizen. Nature counted as com-
mon ground, equal to all, generous, self-regulating and self-renewing: the
same for all the peoples who eventually had to accept the Pax Romana. It
social organisation needed justification or regulation, it could be done
with reference to this basic explanatory factor; slavery was considered to
be ‘natural’; and ethical or religious practices, when abhorred by the
many, considered ‘against nature’. The paradigm is still intelligible and
adhered to by many. It can be argued that nature is more stable than
technology, politics and religion, and that it must be reckoned with for
the regularity of its cycles, its regenerative powers, its resources, and its
intelligibility across language barriers, social divisions and religious di-
vides. Taking this for granted opens up the cosmo-centric context.
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Aristotle and the Concept of Dignity

Aristotle (384-22 BC) was committed to nature’s intelligibility and be-
came therefore the philosopher of the cosmo-centric context. He defined
nature (physis) in five ways as the ‘growth of growing things’; ‘the pri-
mary, immanent element in a thing from which its growth proceeds’; ‘the
source from which the primary movement in each natural object is pre-
sent in it in virtue of its own essence’; the ‘primary matter from which
any non-natural object consists’, and finally, as ‘the substance of natural
objects’.* He thus perceived nature to be on the one hand the source of
change in living things and on the other their intelligibility — thus raising
to the status of a central philosophical concept a paradox that had puz-
zled his predecessors. This conceptualisation helped no doubt to lend to
the term ousia, which the Latins translated variously with essentia or sub-
stantia, its familiar association with material things. And it also helped to
associate nature and being in what later was to become known as meta-
physics.

We must presuppose this centrality of nature if we are to understand
the fragments of theory of relevance to our subject found in Aristotle.
Aristotle could perhaps rely on his contemporaries to accept that the na-
ture of human beings is rational, and could also trust them to accept the
definition of the human being as a ‘rational animal’ without too many
questions. Human dignity could then be understood as implicit in human
nature, it being somehow associated with reason. But if we attempt to
render explicit what is implicit in this idea, it soon becomes clear that it is
not properly articulated, much less analysed, by Aristotle.

However, the notion of dignity is used by him, and that in a two-fold
manner. Linguistically speaking there is no one Greek word which accu-
rately translates all of what we understand by ‘dignity” and nothing but it.
Those who are dignified are hoi axio: (the worthy) or indeed hoi en axio-
mati (those in position), whereas hoi timaioi are the fear-inspiring, the
awesome, those to whom #ime is the appropriate attitude. However, Aris-
totle also claims that #zime is the most coveted of external goods due to
personal axia. Time in turn is translated by ‘honor’ in Latin and ‘honour’
in English. The reason for us focussing on the family of words related to

* Metaphysics, V, 4 (1014b17-15a17), translation from The Revised Oxford Trans-
lation, ed. by J. Barnes, OUP, Princeton, 1984.
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axia is that the Latin translators of Aristotle translated both axioma and
axia more or less systematically by dignitas.” Due to the immense influ-
ence Aristotle had on the thought of the middle ages, dignity, accord-
ingly, has in its development as a concept drawn upon the meanings ex-
pressed in these terms so that the medieval dignitas refers to personal
value on the one hand (desert or merit, i.e. what confers rights) and to a
non-demonstrable fundamental principle, on the other. The proper atti-
tude towards both could be said to be respect (expressed by different
words such as time, fear or honour, or observantia, observance). It is thus
no coincidence that the Greek words of the axia-family stem from the
same root, although it is quite possible that Aristotle was not conscious
of the relatedness of axia and axioma in the sense of a fundamental prin-
ciple (our sense of axiom). All the same the words of this family refer in
all cases to something of importance, something esteemed, something
that must be respected.® A similar family-likeness makes the Romans use
dignitas to mean an office involving duties and entitlements all deriving
from it as well as a quality for which one should have respect. In English
we talk about a ‘school-principal’, a ‘principle’ and even a ‘prince’ — all
words that reflect respectability in this sense. We also talk about the
‘price’ of goods, the ‘prize’ and the ‘praise’ given, as well as the ‘appraisal’
of something. The relatedness of these words (which can be seen from
them being related in other European languages as well”) illustrates how
words can be related without native speakers being particularly aware of
it. The semantic background of the Greek translated by the term ‘digni-

> See Posterior Analytics TVII (75a38-75b3), I,X (76b13-15) and Nicomachean
Ethics TV,3 (1123a34-25a31). All translations consulted in the Aristoteles Latinus
edition include the same translation of both axioma and axia by dignitas.

¢ Liddell and Scott encourages the etymological conception that d&log (origi-
nally from dyT10¢, valuable/worthy) and G&w0w (I value/consider wor-
thy/honour/observe/consider appropriate/expect/claim/demand) are derived
from dlyw, meaning lead, bring, carry, with a secondary sense related to weigh-
ing: to draw down the scales, to weigh. It is easy to see how importance and
weight are related, and how the term in this manner in its origin is a term of rela-
tion. AEilot often simply means price, value, amount or the estimation of a
thing’s value. A&lwua, in turn, means the result of the estimation of the
value/the estimated value/what one is judged worthy of/a position/what is re-
garded as right. Hence our sense of axiom.

7 French: Prix, prix, apprecier; German: Preis, Preis, preisen; Danish: Pris, pris,
prise.
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tas’, means that this term quite likely ‘originally’ had a similar gamut of
connotations.® This, in turn, can explain why dignity, when used in the
expression ‘human dignity’, has a spectrum of senses, including that of a
basic value, a principle and an attribute, all relational realities referring to
importance that needs to be observed.

Let us therefore, in our quest for expressions semantically related to
human dignity, look at Aristotle’s uses of axioma and axia, and let us
start with what is least surprising; his use of both terms to designate per-
sonal worth.

We shall find what we are looking for in the Nicomachean Ethics,
where Aristotle treats of value (axia) in three contexts’ (all translated by
dignitas or derivatives of dignus in Latin). In modern day English axia is
often rendered by ‘desert’, ‘merit’ or ‘claim’, occasioning the reader to
overlook the linguistic connection, and presenting a point of view ac-
cording to which the social consequences of worth is being underlined at
the expense of the ‘ontological’ value of the person. For Aristotle these
two (what is seen to be and what is) are complementary, and this means
the translation is perfectly justified, and also, due to the construction of
the Greek sentences, difficult to avoid. In the same way that value (axia)
is an ontological characteristic as much as it presents a claim to have so-
cial or interpersonal consequences following from it, ‘merit’, ‘desert’ or
‘claim’ can also be claimed to have an ontological basis, although they are
of course first and foremost social realities.

The following passage brings out these problems (we have made
whatever is translated by or translates dignus or its derivatives stand out
in bold in the Greek and the English which accompanies the Latin, and
moreover underlined the term when the Greek rendered was not only
axia/o&lal, but axioma/oElop):

H 8¢ peyoroyvyio Magnanimitas autem Pride seems even from
Tepl LEYOAO LEV Kol Circa magna quidem et ex  its name to be con-
£K TOD OVOHLOTOC nomine videtur esse. cerned with great

Circa qualia autem est things; what sort of
primum accipiamus. Dif-  great things, is the first
fert autem nihil habitum  question we must try to

golkey elvan, mepl
ol & £0TL TPWTOV

¥ Lewis and Short make dignus stem from dicnus, and this in turn derive from the
Sanscrit dag, meaning fame, whereas they see doceo, wherefrom decet and decus
stem, as deriving from the Greek doxa, also meaning fame.

® Nic. Eth. IV, 3 (1123a34-25a31); V, 3 (1131a10-28) and VIIL, 8 (1159a32-b1).
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