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Human Dignity and Justice 

Michael S. Pritchard 
Western Michigan University 

The notion of human dignity has not fared well in contemporary moral 
philosophy. It seems to have suffered the fate of notions such as virtue 
and honor, by simply fading into the past.' Yet, in their daily lives, phi- 
losophers can sympathize with migrant workers who complain that they 
cannot live with dignity in the squalid, overcrowded shacks provided by 
their employers. They can admire and respect the sense of dignity of those 
American Indians who refuse to leave their reservations because they do 
not want to become assimilated into the society that has treated them so 
shamefully. They can understand why blacks feel it is so important that 
their children develop black pride. They can feel indignation at oppres- 
sion, exploitation, degradation, and injustice in any of their forms. In 
short, there is a striking lack of parallel between their philosophical and 
their practical concern for human dignity. 

It is not entirely clear why this is so. For some, the notion of human 
dignity may seem too amorphous, overworked, or unempirical to with- 
stand philosophical analysis. For others, it may conjure up theological 
specters or the rigorism of Kant. Or it may be simply that moral philos- 
ophers have felt other matters to be more pressing. In any case, it would 
seem that, given the practical pervasiveness of concern for human dignity, 
they should devote more of their energies to clarifying and appraising 
that concern. 

Philosophers seem to mention human dignity most often in their dis- 
cussions of justice. However, it is typically mentioned only in passing, as 

1. A notable exception to this trend is Herbert Spiegelberg's "Human Dignity: 
A Challenge to Contemporary Philosophy," Philosophy Forum 9, nos. 1/2 (March 
1971): 39-64. In addition to lending clarity to the notion of human dignity, Spiegelberg 
provides a useful historical sketch of philosophical treatments of human dignity, point- 
ing out its current neglect. Another exception is Abraham Edel's suggestive article 
"Humanist Ethics and the Meaning of Human Dignity," in Moral Problems in Con- 
temporary Society, ed. Paul Kurtz (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1969), 
pp. 22740. 
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300 Ethics 

if such a gesture were all that could survive philosophical scrutiny. One 
way of showing that this is not so is to formulate principles of justice and 
dignity that show their interconnections. But it is notoriously difficult to 
formulate uncontroversial but substantial moral principles. So there is a 
danger that claims about connections between justice and dignity may be 
lost in controversy over principles. 

Another approach, the approach of this paper, is to compare typical 
attitudes and feelings that express our concern for justice and dignity. 
This is a departure from the more customary interests moral philoso- 
phers have in problems in metaethics and normative ethics. But it has 
the advantage of offering hope for at least a common starting point. 
While philosophers can argue endlessly about the acceptability of prin- 
ciples, they can hardly deny that a fundamental feature of our moral lives 
is the experiencing of what P. F. Strawson refers to as "morally reactive 
attitudes."2 These include such common attitudes as indignation, resent- 
ment, guilt, and shame. Their relevance here is that they are typical mani- 
festations of both a sense of justice and a sense of dignity. It is by examin- 
ing such attitudes that I will attempt to connect the notions of justice 
and dignity. 

What I have in mind by a sense of justice closely resembles John 
Rawls's ideas in his "The Sense of Justice."3 Rawls begins his perceptive es- 
say by paraphrasing Rousseau: "The sense of justice is no mere moral con- 
ception formed by the understanding alone, but a true sentiment of the 
heart enlightened by reason." Rawls's point is that a reasonably well-devel- 
oped sense of justice involves more than an ability to discuss matters of jus- 
tice intelligently. There must also be some degree of genuine concern to do 
what one thinks is just, or fair. In cases of acknowledged failure, one has 
a tendency to feel apologetic, guilty, remorseful, or ashamed. He also has 
a tendency to feel resentment or indigation at being treated unjustly. And, 
to at least some extent, he has a tendency to feel indignation or dismay at 
injustices done by others to others. As will be illustrated below, hav- 
ing a sense of dignity includes concern to achieve and maintain various 
forms of integrity, as well as attitudes of self-respect, self-esteem, pride, 
shame, resentment, and indignation. 

Neither a sense of justice nor a sense of dignity need include the ac- 
ceptance of well-worked-out principles of justice or dignity. Nearly all 
men have the former to some extent, whereas relatively few have well- 
worked-out principles. However, if the thrust of this paper is right, those 
who try to formulate substantial principles of justice should reserve a 
prominent place for human dignity. If this is not done, the distinctively 

2. P. F. Strawson, "Freedom and Resentment," in Studies in the Philosophy of 
Thought and Action, ed. P. F. Strawson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), pp. 
71-96. 

3. John Rawls, "The Sense of Justice," Philosophical Review 72, no. 3 (July 1963): 
281. 
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301 Human Dignity and Justice 

moral aspects of justice will be absent; and the claims of justice will be at 
best legalistic and at worst arbitrary. Further, as I hope to show, related 
points can be made about connections between regard for human dignity 
and the perception of injustice. One is that the lower one's regard is for 
his own dignity, the less perceptive he will be of injustices done to him. 
A second is that the lower the regard one has for the dignity of another, 
the less perceptive he will be of injustices to that other. 

Since we seldom in our ordinary lives (let alone our philosophic lives) 
think explicitly in terms of human dignity, it may seem odd to give it 
much moral weight. Moreover, those who are the most self-consciously 
concerned with what they take to be their dignity often seem to be ex- 
cessively prideful, self-righteous, or simply pompous. Also, insofar as it 
is associated with the deferences paid to those occupying social roles of 
"dignity," the notion of dignity may have an aura of unattractive stuffi- 
ness. However it is not these senses of "dignity" that will be the concern 
of this paper. The kind of dignity I am concerned with does not distin- 
guish some men from others. It is something shared by all men regardless 
of the offices they may hold or the social standing they may have. 

Qualified in this way, there need be nothing egotistical or stuffy about 
one's sense of dignity. No doubt the self-esteem of some is wildly exag- 
gerated, but all that a sense of dignity requires is a minimal degree of self- 
respect. This self-respect can be seen in such commonplace attitudes as 
resentment at being manipulated by others, or at having one's rights ig- 
nored. It is shown in reluctance to act in ways one regards as "beneath 
one's dignity," or in ways that will make one feel shame. Also, it is shown 
in the pride one naturally takes in his accomplishments. 

However, while these attitudes are common, they are not necessarily 
self-consciously experienced. One can feel resentment, shame, or pride 
without explicitly spelling out to himself either that or why he is feeling 
like that. So, it is not surprising that it is difficult to articulate what having 
a sense of dignity amounts to. Perhaps the most useful way to begin is 
with examples. Abraham Edel suggests that bearing pain with dignity can 
be contrasted with reacting with panic.4 Although he does not discuss the 
basis of this contrast, it should prove illuminating to do so. 

In bearing pain with dignity, one exhibits strength of will, maintain- 
ing control of oneself despite the suffering. In contrast, one who panics has 
lost self-control; having "fallen apart," he is in a sense temporarily not 
himself. Panic-stricken, he has rendered himself vulnerable to external 
control. Torturing for manipulative purposes is an exploitation of such 
vulnerability. Since one of the things at stake here is whether one can 
"hold himself together," the notion of integrity, in the sense of the per- 
sistence of an integral whole, is appropriate. But how is dignity relevant 
here? This can be seen by considering the notion of shame. 

4. Edel, p. 234. 
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Those who panic or give in to torture often feel shame at their failure 
to retain composure. This is because, rightly or wrongly, they feel they 
have behaved in an unworthy, or undignified, manner. As Helen Merrell 
Lynd has pointed out, typically when one feels shame it is because he 
thinks he has failed to be the kind of person he thought he was or should 
be.5 If one feels he should be able to remain composed under stress, it is 
understandable that panic could make him feel shame. If deeply felt, this 
shame may result in lowered self-esteem, a feeling that one has lowered or 
even lost his dignity. 

There are many ways in which one can speak of integrity in relation 
to persons. In each instance, what seems to constitute the kind of integrity 
in question is an integration of otherwise diverse elements into a somewhat 
coherent whole. At the level of human behavior, one can speak of the 
coordination of muscles, bones, and the organs of touch, sound, and sight 
enabling one to move about, communicate, play, and work. The com- 
plexity of behavior can range from such simple activities as walking and 
talking to such sophisticated activities as making and executing intricate 
plans. As a person develops, there is typically more ability and desire to 
assume control of the course of his life. This movement toward greater 
autonomy requires increasing ability to interrelate various aspects of one- 
self and his environment. Essential to this is that peculiarly human attri- 
bute, self-consciousness. It is self-consciousness that gives man a rationality 
characterized by Errol Harris as "the power of self-objectification and 
self-organization, which does not simply abstract from feeling but which 
informs, refines and resolves the conflicts within feeling, which transforms 
man from a mere appetitive animal to a person."6 

In the context of dignity, the notion of integrity that most readily 
comes to mind is moral integrity. This requires that one maintain a some- 
what unified moral stance (although this need not imply that he has a 
well-worked-out set of completely consistent principles). And he can be 
expected to refuse, or at least be reluctant, to compromise his standards 
for the sake of personal expediency. There are several ways in which one 
can to some extent fall short of this kind of integrity. There is conscious 
hypocrisy, the knowing maintenance of double standards; and there is 
self-deception. One may refuse to acknowledge to himself that he has con- 
cerns in basic conflict with each other. According to Herbert Fingarette, 
this refusal is a device to protect what one takes to be his integrity, even 
though it in fact results in what is in some sense a "divided self."7 

5. Helen Merrell Lynd, On Shame and the Search for Identity (New York: John 
Wiley & Sons, 1958), esp. chap. 2. 

6. Errol E. Harris, "Respect for Persons," in Ethics and Society, ed. Richard De- 
George (New York: Anchor Books, 1966), p. 123. 

7. This is a major theme of Fingarette's Self-Deception (London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1969). It should be pointed out that he is not restricting himself to moral 
integrity. 
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A third and less common way is that of the "social psychopath."8 
The psychopath lacks moral integrity because he lacks moral concern 
entirely, having no guilt feelings, remorse, or concern for doing anything 
other than what he may at that moment have an impulse to do. The psy- 
chopath is interesting as a limiting case. Having no enduring aims or 
ideals, it would seem that nothing could cause him to feel shame. It is not 
clear what it would mean for him to act in a way he regards as "beneath 
his dignity." This is not because he has a particularly low regard for his 
own worth (perhaps thinking himself inferior to others). Rather, it seems 
that he simply does not regard himself in terms of any kind of dignity 
at all. The notion of self-respect seems totally out of place. In addition to 
having no sense of his own dignity, he seems to have no regard for the 
dignity of others. This is shown in his lack of enduring concern for others 
and in his failure to have any genuine feelings of guilt or remorse for the 
ways in which he treats them. 

These remarks about integrity are suggestive at best. But from them 
we can go on to make two claims of importance about connections be- 
tween the notions of integrity and dignity. First, the various forms of 
personal integrity are to a large extent human achievements rather than 
things that merely happen to persons. This is clear in the case of being 
able to coordinate one's goals and activities in leading a relatively satisfy- 
ing life; but it is no less true of learning to walk and talk, activities we 
take for granted. These achievements often give one a sense of accom- 
plishment, enhancing self-esteem. But equally if not more important, fail- 
ure can result in loss of self-esteem. Thus the slow reader may feel inferior 
to his classmates not just in reading but as a human being. This feeling 
of inferiority may be intensified by criticism or ridicule. What is essen- 
tial to a healthy sense of dignity is learning to accept one's shortcomings 
without feeling that they render one less than fully human. Unfortunately, 
this is sometimes difficult in a society that measures human worth by 
competitive success and physical appearance. 

Second, these forms of integrity all involve some degree of autonomy, 
or self-regulation. The connection between autonomy and dignity is 
shown in the resentment often felt when one believes his autonomy is 
being interfered with.9 It is also shown in the shame one feels when he 
fails to maintain his autonomy under pressure, as in the case of torture. 

A passage from Bernard Malamud's The Fixer well illustrates the 
connections between dignity, integrity, autonomy, shame, and resentment 

8. For a fuller characterization of the psychopath, see Fingarette's "Acceptance of 
Responsibility," in his On Responsibility (New York: Basic Books, 1967), chap. 2. 

9. Newton Garver explains the notion of violence to persons partly in terms of 
violation of autonomy and dignity. Resentment at interferences with autonomy shows 
that it is appropriate to link autonomy and dignity in this way (see Garver's "What 
Violence Is," in Philosophy for a New Generation, ed. A. K. Bierman and James A. 
Gould [New York: Macmillan Co., 1970], pp. 352-64). 
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or indignation. Yakov Bok, the fixer, is imprisoned on the pretext that he 
has killed a boy. Knowing that the government simply wants a Jew as a 
political scapegoat, the fixer steadfastly refuses to give in to his tormentors. 
He is regularly required to submit to searches of his entire body stripped 
to his undershirt. There is a seemingly insignificant alteration in the final 
search: 

"Take off that stinking undershirt," ordered the Deputy Warden. 
I must calm my anger, thought the fixer, seeing the world black. Instead 

his anger grew. 
"Why should I?" he shouted. "I have never taken it off before. Why should 

I take it off now? Why do you insult me? "10 

Despite the humiliating nature of the preceding searches, the fixer 
had been able to retain his sense of dignity. But why should removal of 
his undershirt be connected with his sense of dignity? One possible ex- 
planation is that the undershirt had been something he could count on, 
some partial protection or covering. Not all of him had been exposed. 
The sudden change threatened his physical covering and the psychological 
protection it provided. As Lynd has pointed out, nakedness as total ex- 
posure to others can, when sudden or unexpected, make one feel weak or 
vulnerable.1" Those so affected by exposure often feel shame. Fearing 
shame and realizing that this is just what his tormentors wanted, the fixer 
resisted with indignation. As an expression of his sense of dignity, this 
indignation was his refusal to accept degradation. With respect to what 
his tormentor most wanted from him, total submission, the fixer remained 
autonomous; having "held himself together," the fixer retained his psy- 
chological integrity. 

Resentment and indignation bear further examination in the context 
of dignity. As Bishop Butler pointed out long ago, resentment and indig- 
nation must be distinguished from such reactions as mere anger, frustra- 
tion, or annoyance.12 What Butler emphasizes is that only beings with 
a fair degree of rationality are capable of feeling resentment or indigna- 
tion, whereas even lower animals can be angry, frustrated, or annoyed. 
This is because, says Butler, resentment and indignation require a special 

10. Bernard Malamud, The Fixer (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1966), 
p. 325. 

11. Lynd, chap. 2. 
12. Rawls (on p. 299) differentiates resentment from indignation in the following 

way: "Resentment is our reaction to the injuries and harms which the wrongs of 
others inflict upon us, and indignation is our reaction to the injuries which the wrongs 
of others inflict on others." But, since persons frequently become indignant about the 
ways in which they are treated, this will not do. Still, it may be true that resentment is 
restricted to wrongs done by others to oneself. In any case, Butler seems to be talking 
about both resentment and indignation. For convenience I will use his word "resent- 
ment" when discussing his views (see Joseph Butler, "On Resentment," in his Sermons 
[Oxford, 1897], pp. 115-26). 
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kind of object; they are directed against what are believed to be moral 
wrongs or injuries, whereas the other attitudes need not be. 

While Butler's observations about the relationship between rationality 
and resentment are important, I wish to explore another aspect of resent- 
ment. It is clear that one can be angry either with oneself or with another. 
However, while one can resent another's treatment of oneself, he cannot 
resent his own behavior. It might seem that this can be explained in terms 
of Butler's explanation of resentment. If one holds that he cannot do a 
moral wrong to himself, it would follow from Butler's account that one 
could not resent his own behavior. Since anger need not be a moral re- 
action, there is no reason why one cannot be angry with himself. 

But this answer will not do. Fortunately, it is not necessary to resolve 
the highly controversial question of whether one can do a moral wrong 
to himself to see that this is so. This is because it is not similarly contro- 
versial whether one can resent how he treats himself. Even if it could be 
shown that one can do a moral wrong to himself, this would not in the 
least show that one could resent the wrong he had done to himself. One 
might feel regret, remorse, guilt, or shame, but not resentment. 

How, then, is the difference between resentment and anger to be 
explained? My suggestion is that the resentment a person feels shows that 
he has some degree of self-esteem, or self-respect. This is shown in the 
resentment persons feel when they think they are merely being used by 
others, or when they feel they are being treated with disrespect. Threats 
to the various forms of integrity mentioned above often arouse resentment 
because it is felt that one has a right to have them respected. Thus, resent- 
ment as a defensive reaction is an expression of one's sense of dignity. 

This explanation also sheds light on why the fixer might have felt 
shame if he had given in to his tormentors. His resentment was a defensive 
reaction to their attempt to undermine his sense of dignity. Had he given 
in, the fixer might have felt at least partially responsible for his own 
degradation in that he could have resisted longer. Harsh as this self-re- 
proach seems, it clearly could evoke a feeling of shame in the fixer. What 
this means is that one's sense of dignity is central to both resentment and 
shame. Both are reactions to what one takes to be attacks upon or affronts 
to one's dignity, the former coming from without, the latter from within. 

So far, I have been concentrating on what is involved in having a 
sense of dignity. What light, if any, does this cast on why persons should 
actually be regarded as having dignity? A more complete answer will be 
given later; but for now a brief look at some ideas presented by Herbert 
Spiegelberg will be helpful. Human dignity is typically characterized 
as a kind of worthiness of respect. What can this mean? Spiegelberg 
suggests that respecting something requires standing back from it with 
an attitude of noninterference.13 He refers to respect for human dignity 

13. Spiegelberg, p. 58. 
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as "personal respect." Persons have intrinsic worth, but some of this 
(natural beauty, for example) has nothing to do with human dignity, says 
Spiegelberg. Hence: 

Only certain kinds of intrinsic values qualify for the kind of dignity which is 
answered by personal respect.... I submit that respect in this sense depends 
on the fact that the value is to some extent under control of the worthy per- 
son. . . . Human dignity is the kind of intrinsic worth which attaches to a 
human being in his capacity of being a responsible person.14 

If Spiegelberg is referring to one's capacity for being a morally re- 
sponsible person, he is offering a very Kantian-sounding basis for human 
dignity. However, if "responsible" is construed to refer to a broader no- 
tion of human agency, his account seems to parallel much of what I have 
tried to say so far. Spiegelberg's concern with "value [that] is to some 
extent under control of the worthy person" parallels my concern with 
various forms of integrity that are to some extent human achievements 
rather than things that merely happen to persons. Thus, it should be pos- 
sible to relate one's sense of dignity to Spiegelberg's notion of human 
agency in the same ways that I have tried to relate the former to notions 
of integrity. 

There are two additional remarks by Spiegelberg that suggest he 
would be receptive to what I have been saying. First, after providing a 
list of possible indignities a person might suffer, he concludes that "the 
revolting thing about it is not only the physical happenings but the at- 
tempt to break down the personalities of the victims and deprive them 
not only of the respect of others but of self-respect."''15 Since a personality 
is a somewhat integrated whole, his stress on the importance of maintain- 
ing one's personality parallels my stress on the importance various forms 
of integrity have for one's self-respect and self-esteem. 

Second, Spiegelberg refers with approval to Kant's claim that "the 
fact that man can have the idea of an 'I' elevates him immeasurably above 
all other living beings on this earth. This is what makes him a person."'6 
This is what I earlier referred to as man's capacity for self-consciousness, 
a capacity enabling him to achieve distinctively human forms of integrity. 
This passage is saying that one has dignity merely by virtue of being a 
person, that is, by virtue of having self-consciousness. 

At this point, the notions of justice and dignity can be brought into 
relationship with each other. There are some who, unlike the fixer, have 
in varying degrees had their spirits broken and consequently have been 
unable to maintain their sense of dignity. To take an extreme example, 
enslavement has often resulted in the slave regarding himself as inferior 

14. Ibid., P. 59. 
15. Ibid., P. 60.Atholgi 16. Ibid., p. 62; translated by Spiegelberg from Immanuel Kant's Anthropologie 

(1798). 
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to his master and free men. Being owned and forced to work by another, 
even when tempered with kindness from the master, can make it difficult 
to maintain a steady regard for oneself as an equal to his master and to 
free men. This is especially evident in the case of those born into slavery. 
The difficulty can only be compounded for those who are forced to per- 
form menial tasks, eat in back rooms, or not enter front doors. 

It can readily be seen that such feelings of inferiority have a serious 
effect on one's sense of justice. Imagine a slave who somehow still regards 
himself as the equal of his master. He would be expected to be especially 
sensitive to the injustice of his enslavement and to feel the appropriate 
resentment. In contrast, a slave who actually regards himself as inferior 
to his master will not be as sensitive to the injustices done him. We can 
imagine him resenting excessive whipping. But he might well accept his 
lack of freedom as perfectly just. Rather than feel resentment for having 
to enter the back door, he might well regard this as fitting for someone 
of his standing. Upon being criticized for entering the front door, our 
slaves might have two quite different experiences of shame. The first 
might feel shame at his impotence to escape the humiliation and degrada- 
tion to which his master continually subjects him. This shame might be 
accompanied by resentment against the master for making him feel this 
shame. The second slave might feel shame at having initially regarded 
himself as worthy of entering the front door. One would not expect any 
similar resentment to accompany this shame. 

The conclusion to be drawn from this is that the lower a person's 
regard for his worth, or dignity, is, the less sensitive he will be to injus- 
tices done him. To imagine someone wholly lacking a sense of his own 
dignity is to imagine someone who regards nothing as an injustice to him. 
Whatever indignation he might feel could be directed only toward what 
he took to be injustices to others (if he is still able to have respect for 
others). 

Of course, subtler forms of oppression than slavery can impoverish 
one's self-esteem, and thereby his sense of justice. The list of examples 
is endless: housing and employment discrimination; being born in poverty; 
being a black child in a white man's world of television heroes and ad- 
vertising; everyone's favorite examples from formal education. . . . The 
need to make special efforts to instill pride in children in oppressed minor- 
ity groups is ample evidence of the debilitating effects of that oppression. 
If being able to perceive injustices is a prerequisite to getting their victims 
to try to overcome them, it is clear why leaders of the oppressed stress 
the importance of developing a strong sense of dignity, or personal worth. 

So far, emphasis has been on the reactions of those who suffer in- 
justices. The notion of dignity also enters into the concern that one not 
be an agent of injustice. Given an opportunity to gain at the expense of 
injustice to others, someone with a sense of justice may regard resorting 
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to such means as beneath his dignity. If he thinks he has already acted in 
this way, he may feel shame, or unworthiness. Socrates' refusal to escape 
his death sentence seems to have been based on a concern not to act be- 
neath his dignity. He refused on the ground that he would be committing 
an injustice against the state that had nurtured him; to escape, he thought, 
would be a violation of all that he had stood for. This is not merely a 
concern to be consistent; it is Socrates' concern not to violate his integrity. 

The question of one's dignity can arise even when he has not been 
responsible for injustices to others. This is illustrated by the fixer again: 

Overnight a madman is born who thinks Jewish blood is water. Overnight life 
becomes worthless.... So what can Yakov Bok do about it? All he can do is 
not make things worse. He's half a Jew himself, yet enough of one to protect 
them.... He will protect them to the extent that he can. This is his covenant 
with himself. If God's not a man he has to be. Therefore he must endure to the 
trial and let them confirm his innocence by their lies.'7 

Here it is the fixer's moral integrity that is at stake. In his eyes, not to 
resist would amount to moral complicity with his oppressors. Here it can 
be seen that there is a very close relationship between his sense of his own 
dignity and his respect for the dignity of others. His sense of his own 
worth, as reflected in his moral integrity, demands that he stand up for 
the dignity of others. 

There are many other ways those with a sense of justice can show 
regard for the dignity of others. One's genuine conviction that others 
are entitled to fair treatment in itself shows that he regards others as hav- 
ing dignity, as being worthy of respect. Taking positive steps to pro- 
mote justice for others (or prevent injustice) can indicate respect for their 
dignity. Also, regard for the dignity of others is shown in the tendencies 
to make amends, feel apologetic, guilty, or remorseful when one thinks 
he has treated others unjustly. Finally, indignation at others' injustices to 
those other than himself shows regard for the dignity of the victims. 

The kind of respect for others referred to here should not be con- 
fused with such attitudes as respect for another's beliefs or social standing. 
It is not necessary that the person respected be thought to have especially 
worthwhile opinions, or that he be regarded as someone to whom one can 
turn for inspiration or guidance. Edmund Cahn provides an example 
showing that even contempt for another is compatible with having respect 
for his dignity: 

The defendant is convicted of treasonable utterances by which he success- 
fully sought to impair the morale and obedience of combat soldiers in time of 
war. The sentence of the court is that he be compelled to submit to a surgical 

17. Malamud, p. 274. 
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309 Human Dignity and Justice 

operation on his vocal cords, so that thereafter he may only bark like a dog. 
This affronts the sense of injustice.'8 

No doubt there are some to whom this sentence would seem just. How- 
ever, there are many who, while regarding the defendant's behavior con- 
temptible, would agree with Cahn. Their objection would not be merely 
that it is too cruel, a notion applicable to dogs as well as persons; it is that 
it is too degrading or humiliating. 

At this point a parallel can be drawn to what was said above about 
one's sense of justice and the regard he has for his own dignity. The lower 
one's regard is for the dignity of another, the less sensitive one will be 
to injustices done to him. If one has no regard whatsoever for the dignity 
of another, regarding him as at best an instrument or means to some end, 
he will not regard anything as an injustice to him. Analogous to our atti- 
tudes toward machines, such a person may be valued, but not in terms 
of justice. 

The connection between justice and dignity can be further illumi- 
nated by considering the familiar and seemingly unchallengeable maxim 
of justice, "Treat equals equally." What is so special about persons that 
such a maxim applies to them? After all, if one has two identical machines 
he may treat them as unequally as he pleases. An obvious reply to this is 
that the maxim applies only to persons, not things. But this is question- 
begging unless there are some relevant differences between persons and 
things. While there are innumerable differences between persons and ma- 
chines, there is one important similarity: both can be treated merely as 
a means to some end. Why, a skeptic might ask, should we take seriously 
the idea of fair wages for a day's work? Machines, too, "work" very hard, 
but the notion of fair wages obviously does not apply to them. 

Is it that persons, unlike machines, complain of being underpaid? But 
if an employer is paying "fair wages" only to keep his employees on the 
job without complaint, he can hardly be said to be regarding them in 
terms of justice. Besides, workers might not complain when they should, 
or might complain when they should not. What must be acknowledged 
is the justice or injustice of the complaints, not merely that they must 
be taken into account if there is to be "business as usual." But why should 
such an acknowledgment be made? 

Is it that persons, unlike machines, have certain basic rights? This 
may be true, but what makes it true? As long as an employer regards his 
employees only as rather complicated means to ends, it will seem per- 
fectly arbitrary to insist that persons, but not machines, have such rights. 
One can acknowledge and satisfy the needs of machines for lubrication, 
electricity, and general upkeep without invoking any notion of justice. 
Persons may sometimes exhibit a peculiar kind of resistance, but one can 

18. Edmund Cahn, The Sense of Injustice (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1962), p. 17. 

This content downloaded  on Tue, 26 Feb 2013 22:53:42 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

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


310 Ethics 

acknowledge and satisfy their needs for food, clothing, shelter, and work 
incentives without invoking any notion of justice. The demand for equal- 
ity can be regarded as simply a species of envy; and one can try to cal- 
culate how close one needs to come to equality in order to keep the envy 
compatible with efficient operation. 

That recognition of human dignity is what is missing can be seen in 
the indignation that is typically felt by those who feel they are being 
regarded in the above ways. If persons thought of themselves as having 
only instrumental value, they would not feel such indignation (although 
they might feel anger, frustration, or irritation). Thus, it is one's sense 
of his intrinsic worth, or dignity, that is the basis of his moral demand 
for just treatment. Of course, if there are legal provisions for just treat- 
ment, one may simply make a legal demand for such treatment. But if 
those legal demands are to be thought of as having a moral basis as well, 
acknowledgment of human dignity must be made. If it is not, there can 
still be practical reasons for persons to wish to have certain of their wants 
protected or provided for by law. What is not clear is how one could 
give moral arguments for either the justice or the injustice of any actual 
or possible legal provisions. 

Even if it is conceded that having a sense of justice involves having 
a sense of dignity, one might still wish to know what relevance, if any, 
having a sense of justice has to actually having dignity. John Rawls makes 
a very strong claim in this regard: 
One may hold that the sense of justice is a necessary part of the dignity of the 
person, and that it is this dignity which puts a value upon the person distinct 
from and logically prior to his capacity for enjoyment and his ability to con- 
tribute to the enjoyment of others through the development of his talents.19 

Rawls does not explain why having a sense of justice is a necessary part 
of having dignity, but he may have something like this in mind: Someone 
with a sense of justice is to some extent willing to view his practical 
problems from a standpoint that can be shared by others, in that he takes 
into consideration the interests of others as well as his own. Insofar as he 
is willing to show others the respect he desires others to have for him, 
he has moral worth, or dignity. His stance, one might say, is a mark of 
his moral integrity and thereby entitles him to respect from others. 

The problem with this view is that it requires that one actually have 
a sense of justice in order that he be viewed as having this dignity. The 
most it seems reasonable to require is that one have a capacity for devel- 
oping a sense of justice. One reason for saying this is that those who are 
treated as if they do not have this dignity prior to their having a sense 
of justice are perfectly warranted in complaining later that they were 
treated unjustly. It hardly seems reasonable to hold that one is justified 
in treating a child as if he has no dignity simply because he has not yet 

19. Rawls, pp. 303-4. 
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developed a sense of justice. Further, given the potentialities of a child, 
he certainly is capable of suffering degradation even though he has no 
sense of justice. Finally, treating a child as if he has dignity prior to his 
actually having a sense of justice may be essential to developing that sense. 
This is because not being so regarded makes it difficult for a person to 
develop self-respect, which in turn can interfere with coming to have 
respect for others. 

Rather than appeal to the capacity for a sense of justice, I prefer to 
appeal to the capacity for developing a sense of dignity as a basis for 
attributing dignity to persons. Even though the latter may not cover more 
persons than the former, it does provide different reasons for saying per- 
sons have dignity. First, consider those who already have a sense of dig- 
nity. Treating them as if they had no dignity would be remarkably callous 
toward those sensitivities their sense of dignity includes. That such per- 
sons are capable of suffering feelings of degradation or humiliation, for 
example, is surely as morally relevant as any other kind of human suffer- 
ing men can inflict upon one another. Also, treating them as if they had 
no dignity shows a remarkable indifference to, if not maliciousness to- 
ward, those aspects of human personality that are related to one's sense of 
dignity. Second, consider those who have not yet developed a sense of 
dignity. If they are not treated as if they have dignity, how are they to 
be treated? Upon developing a sense of dignity, is a person not warranted 
in objecting to those who previously treated him as if he had no dignity? 
Finally, to repeat an example, the importance of children developing a 
sense of dignity is recognized by advocates of black pride. But it is also 
recognized by them that this sense of dignity will not flourish unless the 
child is encouraged to feel that he has dignity. 

At this point it might seem tempting to say that it is one thing to 
treat persons as if they had dignity and another to be committed to the 
view that persons actually have dignity. However, aside from the air of 
perversity such a stance has, it seems to overintellectualize what it is to 
treat a person as if he has dignity. Is it genuine or only feigned indigna- 
tion that one is to feel in behalf of injustices done to others? Is it that one 
only says, but does not feel, that certain ways of treating others are de- 
grading? Does one only say, but not really believe, that others should 
not be treated as mere means to another's ends? And what of oneself? 
How is one's own resentment, indignation, shame, self-esteem, and self- 
respect to be understood? If, as I have maintained, these attitudes show 
that one does genuinely feel that he has dignity, consistency and sensi- 
tivity should lead him to feel similarly about others. 

Much of this paper has tried to show that many of our common 
moral attitudes and feelings reveal a genuine regard for the dignity of 
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persons. However, even if one were to agree with this, he still might wish 
to ask how reasonable it is to have such attitudes and feelings. It is not 
possible adequately to answer this question here. There are many reasons 
that people have given for saying that there is human dignity. Some of 
these reasons are undoubtedly more satisfactory than others. I have sug- 
gested that the capacity for developing a sense of dignity is itself a suffi- 
cient reason for attributing human dignity to persons. Perhaps there are 
better reasons for regarding persons as having dignity. This is still com- 
patible with my stress on the importance that having a sense of dignity 
has in human affairs. It would simply mean that dignity has different roots. 

All of this aside, if my claims about the connections between justice 
and dignity are right, to challenge the reasonableness of our concern for 
dignity is to challenge the reasonableness of our concern for justice. Hav- 
ing a sense of dignity is not merely contingently connected with those 
attitudes and feelings that express our sense of justice. Rather, indignation, 
resentment, remorse, feelings of guilt, and shame are themselves expres- 
sions of our concern for human dignity. 

All of this may seem unsatisfactory to the persons questioning the 
reasonableness of these attitudes. How can one show the reasonableness 
of belief in human dignity simply by pointing out the pervasiveness of 
our actual concern for that dignity? However, the very fact of this per- 
vasiveness may show that the questioning of reasonableness is inappro- 
priate. Is there any realistic alternative to having these attitudes and 
feelings? One may appropriately ask whether it is reasonable for a 
person to resent a particular action or state of affairs, but it may not be 
appropriate to ask whether it is reasonable that human beings in general 
feel resentment. It is here that Strawson seems to say just the right thing: 
Inside the general structure or web of human attitudes and feelings of which 
I have been speaking, there is endless room for modification, redirection, criti- 
cism, and justification. But questions of justification are internal to the struc- 
ture or relate to modifications internal to it. The existence of the general 
framework of attitudes itself is something we are given with the fact of human 
society. As a whole, it neither calls for, nor permits, an external 'rational' 
justification.20 

Accompanying this passage is one of those footnotes that is too in- 
sightful to remain a footnote: 

Compare the question of the justification of induction. The human com- 
mitment to inductive belief-formation is original, natural, non-rational (not 
irrational), in no way something we choose or could give up. Yet rational 
criticism and reflection can refine standards and their application, supply 'rules 
for judging of cause and effect.' Ever since the facts were made clear by Hume, 
people have been resisting acceptance of them. 

Analogously, the question of the reasonableness of having attitudes ex- 

20. Strawson, p. 94. 
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pressing a concern for human dignity may be misplaced to the extent 
that it suggests we decide, or choose, to have these attitudes. Although 
decision making may contribute to the development of dispositions to 
have these attitudes, we no more choose to have these dispositions than 
we choose to be human. 

In short, what I am maintaining is that human dignity fits within 
what Wittgenstein calls a "form of life."'21 I have not tried to determine 
precisely where it should fit in this form of life, only that it is not elim- 
inable from it without radically changing the "game." I have not tried 
to determine precisely what account should be taken of human dignity 
by, for example, utilitarian theories or particular theories of justice. So, 
for some it may seem that all the work remains to be done. What I hope 
to have shown is that it needs to be done. 

21. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (New York: Macmillan 
Co., 1953). See, for example, sec. 241: "'So you are saying that human agreement de- 
cides what is true and what is false?'-It is what human beings say that is true and false; 
and they agree in the language they use. That is not agreement in opinions but in form 
of life." 
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