
THE CHANGING FACE OF DIGNITY 
 

The above correspondence is appearing in the July 2015 issue of the SAMJ. 
 
I wonder if you have also felt confused by the concept of dignity used by the protagonists of assisted suicide, abortion 
and same sex marriage?  It has taken me a while to recognise how much the understanding of this concept has 
changed. 
 
The original concept of dignity in our culture, shared by Christians, natural law protagonists and others is that humans 
have “inherent worth of immeasurable value that is deserving of certain morally appropriate responses.”  So it is seen to 
be a reality, which remains real even when it is neglected or violated.   It is the basic truth, which underlies the 
command, “You shall not murder.” 
 
In Christian thought, that concept of dignity has been enormously enlarged by the truth that Jesus, God become flesh, 
holds our dignity so high that he came to die to redeem us.  So we get Leo the Great writing this admonition in the mid-
400s: “Christian, recognise your dignity and, now that you share in God’s nature, do not return to your former base 
condition by sinning.  Remember who is your Head, and in whose Body you are a member.  Never forget that you have 
been rescued from the power of darkness and brought into the light of the Kingdom of God.”   That concept of dignity, 
which comes from outside ourselves, held sway from Leo to the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
 
With the secularisation of the culture, dignity is being aligned more closely with human autonomy and the right to define 
one’s self.   If I am independent of God, I can define my own concept of meaning, of existence and the mystery of 
human life.  That means I have the right to determine my own standards.  Too often, what then happens is that I begin 
to define my wants as needs.  I begin to do as I wish and to demand that others do for me what I think is my need - 
hence the idea that getting a doctor to abort my baby, or getting a doctor to help me commit suicide, begins to look 
normal. 
 
So a sea change has taken place.   The historical definition and practice of dignity did not mean the ability to do as I 
wish, but instead the ability to “flourish as the person one is and should become,” (Christian Smith), and to help others 
to do the same, using standards which come from somewhere outside myself.  Thus dignity in sexual matters cannot 
demand absolute freedom or independence of the person.  The chaste man and woman see their chastity as a prime 
protector of their dignity.  Their “gaze can genuinely behold and affirm the dignity of the other.”   And the dying man can 
refuse to ask a doctor to help him die even though he is in distress, because he will not ask him to break his oath to 
preserve life. 
But in the new definition of dignity, there are no such agreed absolutes of behaviour, and I can campaign for the right to 
abort inconvenient pregnancies, or to totally redesign the definition of marriage because my idea that my dignity is being 
upheld is that the rest of society must agree with my definition of what I want done! 
 
It must be obvious to any who think about the implications of these 2 definitions of human dignity, which one builds up 
and which one breaks down the society in which it is practiced.   Understanding the difference should help Christians to 
unmask the flaws in arguments for legal access to assisted suicide. 

Jon Larsen 


