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Hughes has composed a philosophical meditation on inherent human dignity, a “guide to the topic
— rather than a... treatise” (xvii), and this choice shapes the structure of the work. There is one
central argument that unfolds gently throughout the text, rather than a series of tightly argued
passages. As he explains, the book was written “for those who are not professional philosophers
but who have philosophical questions about the concept of inherent dignity” (xvii). In this context,
the book’s gradual foundation-setting, and delicate unpacking of the ground of human dignity, has
value as an opportunity to pause and reflect on the topic

The book is divided into two sections. In Part 1: Preliminaries, Hughes considers the existential
situation of human beings. This includes the position of each individual person (the need to
question, to be honest, to seek meaning and value) as well as the intellectual history of the species
from the time of myth to the great world religions to the rise of modern science. Drawing on the
thought of Eric Voegelin, Bernard Lonergan, and others, Hughes contends that human nature is a
“unique mixture of immanent being and conscious participation in transcendence” (42), with self-
aware inquiry, freely chosen love, creativity, and self-determination as defining features of
humanity.

In Part 2: The Idea of Human Dignity, Hughes proceeds to defend the book’s central claim: that
the basis of inherent human dignity is the participation of human abilities (such as knowing and
loving) in a transcendent reality. “If differences among human beings and situations,” Hughes
argues, “do not affect the intrinsic value of humans, then the reality of that value belongs to an
unalterable ground of meaning in which human existence participates” (57). This is a contentious
and, some would say, questionable claim, and its defense gives the book a critical bite.
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Hughes unpacks the logic of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. As he argues,
the framers of the declaration affirmed inherent human dignity as the justification for human rights
but then left the concept of dignity itself assumed and unanalyzed so as to remain open to people of
varying worldviews. That being said, Hughes contends that participation in transcendence is, in
fact, the ground of human dignity, and so the Universal Declaration’s list of human rights flows
from this link with the divine. As he states, “There is no equal elementary value of persons if there
is no transcendent value in which all humans participate and that each human presence incarnates”
(81).

A key feature of Hughes’ view, mentioned but not explored in detail, is that it draws a clear
boundary between human dignity and the value of other animals. If human knowledge and love
have a godlike quality in their scope and aspiration, this sets humans apart from other animals by a
difference in kind. Hughes endorses the Biblical image of humans as created “in the image and
likeness of God” (59) and sees his account as a development of this principle.

The author stresses that the ground of human dignity cannot be any contingent attribute, such as
a given individual’s level of knowledge or virtue, since this varies over time and across people. The
main alternative to his view of a transcendent basis for human dignity would be that certain human
abilities — construed in worldly rather than transcendent terms — have a special status that grounds
inherent dignity. For example, the capacities for knowledge, love, creativity, and self-determination
which Hughes affirms clearly have an elevated status, and maybe this is enough to secure inherent
dignity and basic rights for humanity. The question seems to hinge on whether this is sufficient for
absolute or infinite value, and in this regard, Hughes looks to transcendence as an ultimate basis for
human dignity.

Hughes holds that “inherent dignity shows itself in the entire human being, whatever that
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human being does, might do, or cannot do” (82), thus extending his account to all members of the
human species. This makes sense as an account of universal human rights. But again, a question is
how linking human nature to transcendence helps to secure this result, as compared to a view in
which core human abilities have an elevated but more immanent value. Secular ethics has struggled
to defend special rights for all and only humans, so looking to transcendence may be justified. Yet
at the same time, the political status quo in most countries tends to assume a special value for
humans without direct appeal to transcendence. In this case, Hughes argues that people may only
partly grasp the ground of their dignity, and that a sincere belief in human rights can point toward a
deeper, absolute value in which humans participate.

As noted at the start, the book is at heart a philosophical meditation. It does not seek to
systematically answer every debate and objection concerning inherent human dignity and at times
circles back to the same themes to view them from a different angle or perspective. For this reason,
a reader’s benefit from the book will likely depend on their interest in entering a reflective
standpoint. Hughes calls for “a real, personal, inward affirmation of transcendence” (87), and this

goal may well be advanced by the book’s meditative approach.

Christopher Rice, Lynn University
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