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Human dignity represents one of the main conquests of western human-

ism, “recognizing” an absolute and intrinsic value in each individual. It is 

also considered as the grounding of human rights (e.g. article 1 of The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights) and the rule of law. Moreover, 

several contemporary issues, such as cloning, gender equality, euthana-

sia, torture, the free disposal of the body, are related to this value. None-

theless, the apparent importance of human dignity contrasts with a vast majority of academic works that 

criticize this idea because of its ambiguities, vagueness and ethnocentrism. Also, many writings are just in-

terested in understanding this value from theological and religious perspectives. Those approaches are 

relevant but cannot be exclusive. Indeed, they do not take into account others parameters that might help 

us to understand human dignity. In the book “Human dignity: Its origins in classical thought”, the author 

tries to show how the ideas of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero and Seneca might have shaped but also undermined 

this value. This is not a story about the evolution of this concept, but a reconstruction of its moral and phi-

losophical groundings in order to understand its breadth and its limits.  

 

Antonio Pele is an assistant professor in legal philosophy at the Carlos III University of Madrid and he is 

currently a visiting scholar in the Human Rights Program at the University of Chicago. In his Ph.D disserta-

tion “Human dignity: Its Philosophical and historical groundings”, he examines the notion of human dignity 

in philosophical texts from the Classical Age through the Enlightenment. His book Human Dignity: Its Ori-

gins in Classical Thought is actually the first four chapters of this work. His scholarship also deals with so-

cial and labor rights, legal realism and history of human rights.   
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