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ABSTRACT

This study examines the extent to which African communitarian thought succeeds in the promotion
of human dignity without having to call upon human rights. As well as being considered as a
central value within social and political philosophy, human dignity is also critical to policy
formulations within spheres is has tremendous influence such as bioethics, medicine, politics, and
law. Generally, the promotion of human dignity has been conceived from the liberal point of view,
and specifically through human rights and their institutions. Ontologically, liberalism prioritises
the individual and her rights over her community. Respect for one’s dignity is in this regard
synonymous with respect for individual rights. This conception excludes the non-liberal thought
systems which are regarded as inimical to the human dignity project on the basis that they do not
prioritise individual rights and freedoms. On this basis, the non-liberal thought systems have been
perceived as anachronistic and authoritarian, and therefore considered as dissing human dignity.
However, since human dignity is generally regarded as a concept more fundamental than human
rights, it cannot be reduced to a single value system at the exclusion of others. Thus, through
human rights, liberalism presents a particular vision of individual-community relationships in
which the individual is primary. Subsequently, this relationship points to a particular way of
understanding human dignity. As different societies live by different value systems, there exist
corresponding ways through which such societies express and enhance human dignity. It is in this
regard that the study attempts to demonstrate the extent to which African communitarianism, one
of the non-liberal intellectual traditions and considered as a dominant conceptual theme in African
thought, is capable of securing human dignity. Specifically, the study examines certain values that
are central to the African communitarian thought system for their consistency with the dignity of
human persons in its broader sense. Within African communitarianism, the individual-community
relationship prioritises the reality of the community over and above that of the individual. This can
be seen by emphasis laid on such values as interdependence, consensus and the common good.
Normatively, they all point to the centrality of the community and one’s duty towards its
flourishing. Thus, the sort of dignity that can be derived from the African communitarian thought
goes beyond the bounds of individual persons exercising their freedom as emphasised within the
liberal tradition. Dignity in this regard concerns the flourishing of persons not as individuals, but
as members of the community. Thus, contrary to the criticism by proponents of the liberal value
systems, the non-liberal thought systems can be shown to be capable of securing human dignity to

the extent that dignity is conceived from a holistic point of view. Since the basic aim of every

Vi



community is to serve people who are its members, respect to community and its values is an
indication of respect for human dignity. In this way, the African communitarian thought offers a
competitive alternative to the liberal conception of human dignity. In this regard it would be wrong
to make judgements about the African communitarian thought system by employing a conception

of dignity that is inconsistent with the African value systems themselves.

Key Terms: Human Dignity, Human Rights, Individualism, African Traditional Thought,

African Communitarianism, Personhood.

Vii



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

The study is an attempt to demonstrate how African communitarianism succeeds in promoting
human dignity, considered as a supreme moral value. The idea of dignity is central to contemporary
debates in the moral and political philosophy. It is a widely affirmed concept, and particularly
visible in bioethics, philosophy, and legal discourses (Chapman, 2011:3; Misztal, 2013:101;
McCrudden, 2008:662). According to Roberto Andorno (2009:223), the appeal to dignity in these
discourses reflects the urgency to promote respect both for the intrinsic worth of human beings as
individuals, and the integrity of the human species as a collectivity. This makes human dignity
ultimately a basic and supreme moral value to all human beings, and accepted in a broad sense by
all peoples (Schachter, 1983:848). This moral worth is said to be responsible for regulating conduct
between human beings when they interact. That is, always one ought to conduct herself in ways
that respect the dignity of other human beings. The Kantian tradition, which characteristically
regards human beings as authors or originators of their values owing to their ability to exercise
their autonomy, views human dignity as absolute, incomparable, and unconditional value often
contrasted with market price which is relative and conditional (Formosa, 2014; Beitz, 2013; Dan-
Cohen, 2011; Kerstein, 2010). As a supreme moral value, the concept of human dignity has been
used in various areas as an adjudicating tool. It is used to evaluate human as well as institutional
actions in relation to the well-being of humanity both as individuals and a species. Broadly, human
dignity has become the basis of engaging conceptual as well as practical problems within the
contemporary moral and political order.

While human dignity has become central to debates within political, moral and legal
spheres, its usage has varied in different contexts. This can be attributed to the evolution of the
concept through different historical phases, which have eventually affected its meaning. In this
respect, there are generally four historical episodes through which the concept of human dignity
has evolved, although the transition from one episode to another appears seamless. Arnd Pollmann
(2010:245-246) names these as the Roman Antiquity, Christianity, Early Modernity and the period
after 1945 coming immediately after the Second World War. Mette Lebech (2009:23; 2004:61)
designates these phases as Cosmo-centric, Christo-centric, Logo-centric (Modern), and Polis-
centred (Contemporary) contexts or accounts of human dignity. The interesting aspect of these
historical phases is the shift in the meaning of human dignity. The Roman Antiquity employed the
Latin term ‘dignitas humana’ as a synonym for human dignity. Dignity in this period referred to

special respect reserved for persons occupying high-ranking positions in public life. Such persons
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included military generals, politicians, or statesmen who are said to have held special
responsibilities. They were accorded the status of dignity as a reward that recognised their
extraordinary accomplishments in public life. That is, dignity was like a reward for their high
reputation (Pollmann, 2010:246).

While the ancient idea of dignity was reserved for privileged persons who held specific
positions in public life as well as for achieving personal glory and excellence, Christianity
universalised the idea by transferring its sense to the exclusively exalted role of all human beings
because of their position within nature as the “pride of god’s creation” (Pollmann, 2010:245).
Lebech (2009:59; 63) considered this as an act of universalisation of dignity. Hence, the Christian
was considered a person of dignity, given that her dignity as a human being is guaranteed by faith
in God. The importance of being human within Christianity is guaranteed by the shared belief in
God, who himself became man in Christ. The shared belief provided a justification that natural
human dignity should be destructible as given first in creation, and then be restored in redemption
after it had been destroyed by sin (Lebech, 2009:83). Thus to say that human dignity rested on the
creation of mankind was to suggest that the true importance of the human being consisted in her
nature as the image of God. God then became the condition of the human dignity. The relation
with God made human beings important by themselves (Lebech, 2009:65).

The Logo-centric (Modern) period is said to have secularised the idea of human dignity
which was universalised by Christianity’s notion of /mago Dei. That is, Renaissance and
Enlightenment helped secularise dignity which was universalised by Christianity. The power of
reason characterised the modern era, becoming the safest basis for negotiation between
individuals. Reason, the chief endowment of human beings, became a unifying principle, and was
considered as inherently present to all people from high and low status, royalist and revolutionary,
or Protestant and Catholic alike (Lebech, 2009:85). Since scholars writing from the Modern period
of philosophy put a lot of faith in reason as a chief endowment of human beings. Although reason
was understood to consist in many different things, they settled on liberty. As a chief human
endowment, reason gives individuals liberty or freedom to determine what they want to be
(Lebech, 2009:86). The major figure was Immanuel Kant whose moral thinking is usually credited
with the secularisation project of human dignity. Reason from which the moral law stems plays a
critical role in Kant’s ethics (Rauscher, 1996:255). In Kant’s moral philosophy, reason is regarded

as the interior ability for human beings to originate and universalise the categorical imperative, an



ability which alone should govern the object of respect (Lebech, 2009:87; Kant, 2002b:32)'. In a
way, humans are dignified beings in so far as they are capable of morality.?

The Contemporary historical episode of human dignity refers to the period after the Second
World War, that is, after 1945 (Lebech, 2004:65). Pollmann (2010:246) argues that this period
became a turning point in the evolution of the concept of human dignity, at least from human rights
perspective. In this period, the universalisation and secularisation of human rights, by virtue of
which all human beings had special rights to the protection of their dignity, had gathered renewed
impetus. The contemporary episode became a reaction to the inhumanity which culminated in the
two infamous world wars. The extreme violability of human rights through these wars showed the
fragility of human dignity to the point of its nearly total extermination. It is primarily this notion
of human dignity that we find in the human rights declarations and treaties adopted by the United
Nations (UN) after 1945 (Pollmann, 2010:245). This explains why the idea of human dignity in
the contemporary period is closely connected to human rights.

Indeed the majority of literature on human dignity today is centred on, and has developed
from its relation to, human rights which are considered to be the ultimate embodiment of human
dignity. Although it remains unclear as to the exact meaning of human dignity and how it gives
rise to human rights, the concept of dignity is largely considered as a universal value on which
human rights are founded (Shultziner, 2003; Beitz, 2013; Kateb, 2011; Misztal, 2013; McCrudden,
2008; Donnelly, 2009; Waldron, 2009; Pollmann, 2010; Diiwell, 2010). Jack Donnelly (2009:3;
81), for instance, regards human dignity as the foundational concept of the global human rights
regime, becoming “the ‘ultimate value’ that gives coherence to human rights”. Thus, rights
logically derive from the inherent dignity of the human persons. As a foundational concept dignity
is like a moral basis, or a sort of axiom in the system and is accepted as a principle of shared
morality.

It is not unusual therefore that human dignity debates are awash with arguments which

emphatically recommend that its respect be premised on the respect for human rights. Some

! The thesis refers to Kant’s works as translated and edited by some scholars. In this regard, the Groundwork for the
Metaphysics of Morals referred to as here was edited and translated by Allen W. Wood (2002a), New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, originally published in 1785. Critique of Practical Reason cited here was translated
by Werner S. Pluhar (2002b), originally published in 1788.
2 Even though Kant is a prominent figure of the eighteenth-century European philosophy and whose moral thinking
is central to the development of the idea of human dignity within the same period, some scholars portray his philosophy
as containing racist undercurrents. As Bernard Boxill (2017:2) explains, “Immanuel Kant played a leading role in the
construction of a scientific concept of race, argued that the white race was superior to the other races, and was
contemptuous of the black and Native American races and indifferent to their mistreatment”. For Lucy Allais (2016:1-
2), “the strongest evidence is that at least for most of his professional life Kant was at a racist and did not express
opposition to race-based slavery and colonialism, only changing his mind (if at all) in the last years of his life.”
Consequently, this would go on to undermine the very idea of human dignity as a universal moral value.
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scholars such as Hughes (2014:71), further suggest that human dignity is just one among so many
rights accorded to human beings. For Paolo G. Carozza (2008:941), the thinking of this sort lowers
the status of dignity as the foundation of human rights, only to become a notion whose universality
depends on human rights. The worst of all is when it is suggested that dignity is important in so
far as it helps in uplifting the status of human rights. This means human dignity does not exist for
its own sake, but is at the service of human rights especially the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 10t December 1948. Hence
human dignity constitutes the first efforts meant to articulate a robust basis for human rights at the
international level, enhancing their global acceptance.

The link between dignity and rights, which has often been exploited to build a case for the
validity of human rights as a universal human value, has been a source of intense intellectual
debates. The universality of human rights, which are themselves based on the liberal values of
autonomy and freedom, suggests that all other values such as the common good and consensus
may not be at the same level as human rights as they are deemed incapable of promoting human
dignity. Thus, the discussion of human dignity appears to be an extension of human rights since
freedom and autonomy are regarded as the only known principles for securing human dignity.
Scholars such as Donnelly (2007:284) hold human rights to be universal, arguing that most
societies and cultures are known to have practised human rights throughout most of their history.
There is no excuse therefore to indulge in practices that violate human rights. This has been a
source of constant vilification against moral values that are not founded on liberal principles,
claiming that non-western cultural traditions, especially of African and Asian origin, are inherently
opposed to human rights (Zeleza, 2004:10). Such cultures, it is held, thrive on values that are
hostile to human rights (Cobbah, 1987:311). These cultures and traditions are accused of serious
human rights violations due to their inability to recognise the value of agency in an individual
(Cobbah, 1987:309; Masolo, 2004:496; Hellsten, 2010:52; Kochalumchuvattil, 2010:113). On this
account, some scholars like Zeleza (2004:12), further speculate that non-western traditions simply
lack the concept of human rights. Since human rights are said to derive their legitimacy from the
inherent dignity of the human person, lack of human rights concept implies lack of the concept of
human dignity (Beitz, 2013:259; Donnelly, 2013:28).

Scholars further suggest that for non-liberal traditions to be able to promote human dignity,
they must either adopt human rights exactly as they are presented in the western liberal tradition,
or should be modified to suit the liberal tradition. Others see no need to modify any value system

since each culture in the world has elements of human rights. In this regard, Josiah A. M. Cobbah



(1987:310) argues that “African communitarianism has ingredients that should aid the formulation
of cross-cultural human rights norms”. For example, Tim Murithi (2007:277) suggests that Ubuntu
which is considered as the African philosophy of humanness, should be reformulated to become
the African version of the UDHR. Others like Oyowe (2013a), argue that it is erroneous to think
like this. For example, the thinking that duties which people owe to each other can be substituted
for rights is criticised. The argument is that rights remain rights while duties remain duties although
it is clear that without reciprocal duties, rights are empty. However, it remains to be seen how what
clearly appear to be conflicting value and thought systems should, through dialogue, become
compatible for the sake of globalising human rights. In making value systems compatible, it is
necessary that each give up some important aspects which would generally make it unique. In
doing so, it remains to be seen whether any of those modified thought systems for the sake of
compatibility, can any more claim to be unique since that which was a source of their difference
has been removed.

While the contestations about human dignity as a universal norm rage on, there is no
compelling reason to reduce the idea to the norms and practices associated with a single intellectual
or cultural tradition such as liberalism or communitarianism. In this regard, John Tasioulas
(2015:55) argues that while basic human dignity is a ground for human rights, it cannot by itself
be identified with human rights alone. In defending the ubiquity of the human rights concept, some
scholars such as Freeman (2009:235) and Wiredu (2003b:321), have argued that human rights are
not alien to non-western traditions. Additionally, Francis M. Deng (2004:499) is sceptical about
common claims that human rights emanate from a distinctly western tradition, while their
underlying values are of universal validity. Scholars like Nmehielle (2001:12), further refute
claims that human rights are only possible in a post-feudal state, and that the concept of human
rights was alien to certain pre-capitalist societies such as those found in pre-colonial Africa. They
fear this thinking would undermine the capacity of these traditions to make any meaningful
normative contribution to the idea of human rights.

The liberal tradition, in which human rights are commonly held to be founded, emphasises
priority of the autonomous individual over the community (Cobbah, 1987:309; see also Linzer,
1997:62-68). The individual is effectively the subject of human rights claims (Brems, 2001:323).
On the contrary, African intellectual tradition emphasises things which are quite different. There
is a general consensus (Gyekye, 2002:351; Masolo, 2004:495; Ebeh, 2013:566) that African
societies are modelled around the communitarian ideal which prioritises the community over the

individual. Strictly, prioritisation of the community over the individual within African societies



will ignore individual rights. Given these differences in priority of emphasis between individual
and community, one would be hard-pressed to present a strong case that suggests that violation of
human rights is the only way through which human dignity can be violated. As a corollary, it
would be an uphill task to present an argument around the claim that human dignity can be
comprehensively secured through the promotion of human rights alone. This is the reason some
scholars (Malpas & Lickiss, 2007:2) have wondered whether human dignity can be explicated just
in terms of those concepts related to the ideas of individual autonomy and equality. Such suspicion
has led to others suggesting alternative concepts that equally explicate the idea of human dignity
such as mutuality, reciprocity and relationality. It is for this reason that Doron Shultziner (2003:9;
2007:81) claims that there exist some traditional-cultural world views of human dignity that are
not committed to human rights.

That the contemporary idea of human dignity which is formulated and expressed through
the language of rights is of serious philosophical interest for the present study, given that human
dignity is a universal moral value which can also be secured by means other than human rights.
On the assumption that all cultures recognise the inherent dignity of the human person and
postulate various norms and procedures for its pursuit, it would be useful to understand how local
or other cultures seek to achieve this otherwise global objective (Deng, 2004:500). Of course, the
precise language employed in articulating these standards may differ from society to society, while
the values that underlie the inherent dignity of the human being remain universal (Deng,
2004:501). In addition, it is important not only to understand, but also be able to demonstrate how
the principles and values that underlie the non-liberal traditional thought systems can actually
promote human dignity. In this regard, one needs to be mindful of the fact that it is one thing to
claim something, and quite another to demonstrate that it indeed is the case. Thus, unless claims
over the non-western thought systems’ ability to secure human dignity are demonstrated, they
remain a mere possibility.

The present study therefore attempts to initiate a discussion for the purpose of
demonstrating how the non-western cultural traditions which are founded on non-liberal ideals
might succeed in the promotion of human dignity without having to call upon human rights.
Besides, it would be unthinkable that any community should consciously espouse institutions that
deliberately disrespect human dignity. Generally the intention of any society is to enable its
members flourish under certain conditions. The difference may however occur in the approaches
to human dignity adopted by respective societies. This would largely depend on their conception

of human nature. It is human beings whose dignity we talk about.



In interrogating how African communitarianism, the dominant conceptual theme in
African thought, succeeds in the promotion of human dignity, the study makes constant references
to the human rights discourse which arguably embodies the contemporary notion of human dignity.
That demonstration consists of interpretation of specific communitarian values, ideals and
principles, which would make African communitarianism a competitive normative basis for the
promotion of human dignity in its broad sense. Christopher McCrudden (2008:660) suggests that
human dignity which has communitarian flavour can be located in such values as fraternity,
reciprocity, common good, compassion, generosity, mutual sympathy, cooperation, and many
others, and less emphasis on freedom, autonomy or liberty. Along these lines dignity is sometimes
associated with social conditions like provision of food, clothing, and shelter. Through principles
and values such as these, I argue that African communitarianism provides a strong competitor to
liberal individualism and its human rights, in expressing and enhancing of human dignity. In its
unique ways, the African communitarian perspective appears to make an honest attempt to secure
human dignity. The communitarian emphasis on the primacy of duty towards one’s community
enhances some aspects of human dignity. Exercise of duty towards one’s community is a sign of
care for the well-being of other members of the society. In this regard Henk Botha (2009:189)
argues that dignity should be conceived as a relational and communicative concept which can only
be realised through the positive valuation and recognition by others within a concrete community.
The basis of such recognition, and thus of dignity, lies in human solidarity and not in a specific
human quality or achievement.

Central to any discussion of human dignity is the notion of personhood. That is, human
dignity cannot be comprehensively understood, and its promotion undertaken, independent of the
notion of personhood. It is argued (Merrill, 1998:1) that ever since the first human communities
were formed, resolutions of major social, moral and political problems have relied more on the
assumptions about personhood than about the assertions of power. The notion of person becomes
an ontological basic unit. It is through the notion of personhood that we are aware of what it is in
the individual that is essential to the extent of requiring respect and protection through the idea of
dignity. The concept of personhood isolates central features of the individual by which she is called
a person. A human being may be defined by rationality or ability to form communal relationships
with others. Such features then correspond to how we conceive and devise means of protecting her
human dignity. The enhancement and protection of these features by specific social and political

arrangements is said to be equivalent to the protection of human dignity. That is, security of those



features deemed essential for personhood is considered as an expression of respect for human
dignity.

Since the discussion of human dignity in contemporary period is dominated by the liberal
theory, the conception of personhood derived from liberal politics prises the individual. In this
conception, emphasis is on one’s freedom to make autonomous decisions (Buchanan, 1989:852).
In a typical Kantian fashion, the idea of the dignity consistent with a rational being is associated
with one who obeys no law other than that which she herself has legislated (Formosa, 2014:51;
Lebech, 2009:100). This conception has been popular in such domains as law, medical ethics,
bioethics, and others. However, as a very complex phenomenon, personhood or human nature
cannot reduced to a single element considered as central to that personhood such as one’s
consciousness, will or autonomy alone as a basis for making decisions (Rendtorff, 2008:76). As
some scholars like de Villiers (2010:266) have argued, the autonomy-based concept of human
dignity appears short of ensuring the effective recognition of the human dignity of some
individuals, especially those that are severely handicapped mentally. Thus, the broader concern
for human dignity is more than just ensuring respect for individual autonomy. Andorno (2009:229)
argues that dignity has to protect even those that are not yet morally autonomous or simply lack
autonomy, for example, the new-born, senile, elderly, mentally disordered persons, comatose
patients, and others. While it cannot be denied that the liberal tradition, through human rights, does
promote human dignity, it does so only to a certain extent. In addition to freedom and autonomy,
there exist other elements from non-liberal traditions which can contribute to our understanding of
a person, and subsequently form the basis of human dignity.

The non-liberal intellectual traditions in this case have their own unique ways of
conceptualising personhood. Communitarian societies from Asia and Africa for example, largely
emphasise values that are generally considered as a complete opposite of liberal societies. While
liberal theorists emphasise individual autonomy and state neutrality as central values to
personhood, communitarians conceive individuals as socially constituted, and for this reason
accuse liberalism of ignoring the value of community (see Gilman, 2005:723; Cohen, 1999:121).
Thus, the communitarian intellectual tradition conceives an individual in a normative way, as
essentially a relational being. The idea of community is very central to the articulation of
personhood within African communitarianism. The individual’s identity and existence are
interwoven with the reality and existence of the community (Matolino, 2009b:160-161). The
community is prior to the individual (Menkiti, 1984:171). Thus, as Kwame Gyekye (2004:351)

argues, “communitarianism immediately sees the human person as an inherently (intrinsically)



communal being, embedded in the context of social relationships and interdependence, never as
an isolated, atomic individual”. African communitarianism emphasises distinct family values such
as restraint, responsibility, generosity, respect, obligations, duties, mutuality, reciprocity, and
many more (Cobbah, 1987: 309-331; Bell, 2002:70). For instance, from very early childhood,
individuals are brought up to develop a sense of bonding with large groups of relatives at home
and outside it. Thus, obligations to other people come first (Wiredu, 2008:333).

The communitarian virtues form the core of African conception of morals. For Kwasi
Wiredu (2003a:338) such virtues are generally of humanistic orientation. Such virtues are critical
to a life of dignity in the sense that they prompt one to act in ways that are respectful of the other.
Ideally, the communitarian emphasis on one’s duties and obligations to the community shows
respect for human dignity, first as a species, and then as individuals. The purpose of such emphasis
according to Linda C. Raeder (1998:519) is to secure the common good which transcends mere
personal interests. Hence, the recognition of the common good, and the means by which it can be
secured, demonstrates commitment to the inherent human dignity. Such virtues are equally useful
within the liberal tradition. Without someone respecting and giving another the opportunity to
realise those interests underlying her personhood, then those interests have no purpose. Interests
require an environment created by someone who feels naturally obliged, more than just mere
contractual obligations, in order to be actually concretised.

It is on the basis of this uniqueness of values that characterise the African communitarian
theory that this study attempts to demonstrate the extent to which such values can contribute to our
understanding and promotion of human dignity. Importantly, the study does not claim that the
African communitarian conception of human dignity is in any way superior to the one based on
the liberal theory. However, it can become a competitively robust alternative for the more popular
autonomy-based conception of human dignity. For Timothy Allen (1992:79), “the communitarian
outlook provides what the liberal had been lacking, namely an emphasis on effective (as opposed
to essential) freedom, the development of which depends on participation in a community”. Hence,
the recognition of values such as the common good and the means of securing them demonstrate
commitment to the inherent human dignity.

The study has seven chapters. Chapters One to Three discuss the concept of human dignity,
each focussing on different dimensions of human dignity. The reason that three chapters discuss
human dignity is that the idea has received a great deal of attention from a wide range of academic
as well as non-academic spheres. Correspondingly, this has produced large volumes of

publications. On the basis of such truly multifaceted publications, there is need to develop some



order for the purpose of having a fairly orderly and a nearly comprehensive and accessible
understanding of the concept. In particular, Chapter One introduces the idea of human dignity,
the central concept in this study, isolating for consideration some aspects considered as necessary
for grasping the concept. The chapter discusses the concept of human dignity and problems
associated with its definition, historical development and sources of human dignity, its general
features and historical development. The central argument in this chapter is that although the
concept of human dignity might be ubiquitous and frequently invoked in a significant number of
spheres, what people refer to as dignity may vary in significant ways. Such variations are critical
to the clarification of the concept. After clarification of such basic issues one is able to engage the
idea in a critical way before demonstrating how adherence to certain principles that characterise
the African communitarian thought can be considered as contributing to its promotion.

Chapter Two argues that the viability of an idea does not only consist in its logical
coherence but also its practical significance. Hence, it deals with the practical significance of the
idea of human dignity as it is invoked in the domains where it informs practice. The spheres of its
influence largely deal with how human beings relate or ought to relate with each other in a society
where human dignity becomes the standard principle. Such relations are encrypted in a number of
institutions such as the legal, social or political (see also McCrudden, 2013:1). This significance
attributed to human dignity arises from the assumption that it is a supreme moral value which will
appeal to other lesser values. Such a value is better demonstrated within the practical domain. To
fulfil this objective, the chapter examines the legal, political and bioethical contexts which
frequently invoke the concept of human dignity where it acts as a theoretical basis for various
practices. Such practices are said to be primarily aimed at promoting human dignity which
provides individuals with opportunities to prosper as human beings (Pillay, 2014:4).

In Chapter Three, the study articulates the communitarian view. Here two versions of the
communitarian thought are considered, namely western and African. African communitarianism
which is considered by many scholars as the dominant theme, and distinctive feature in African
traditional thought (Mbiti, 1970; Menkiti, 1984; Gyekye, 1987; 2004; Ramose, 1999; 2003;
Ikuenobe, 2006a; Wiredu, 2008; Matolino, 2009a; 2009b; 2014; Obioha, 2014; Chuwa, 2014). A
distinction between western and African communitarian thought systems will be drawn. Although
they advance similar ideals, they are triggered by different challenges. In western
communitarianism two versions will be considered, namely academic as well as responsive
communitarianism. This will be followed by a discussion on African communitarianism itself,

focusing on its distinctive features making it a dominant theme of African thought systems. Like
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western communitarianism, African communitarianism has two versions as well, namely radical
communitarianism and moderate communitarianism, although the later has some further
ramifications such as limited communitarianism which consists in the separateness of personal and
social identities (see also Matolino, 2014:186). The examination of specific features is important.
They help to determine how African communitarianism could possibly succeed in the promotion
of human dignity, which is the main objective of this study.

Chapter Four addresses the main proposition of this study, engaging the idea of human
dignity from the perspective of African communitarianism. The aim is to determine how the
communitarian thought system actually reflects the idea of human dignity in spite of the strong
criticism against its perceived anachronistic and undemocratic nature. The argument is that as a
supreme moral value, all cultural traditions have unique ways of expressing and securing human
dignity. Most writers with Eurocentric views described Africans as uncivilised, brutes,
cannibalistic, crude, primitive, dark, savages, pagan, ignorant, etc. On the basis of this criticism,
Africans were depicted as inferior people. However Dismas A. Masolo (1994:9) argued that this
notion of ‘African’ is simply a construct of western discourse. For Nkem Emeghara (1992:126)
this criticism arose from ignorance about the African way of life. Through the examination of Igbo
of Nigeria as a counterexample, Emeghara argues that in fact African society has had a very high
regard for the human person, and has given the preservation of human dignity a priority. The
dignity of the human person can be seen in the African view of human origins, worship and morals,
and in community life in general.

To achieve its objective, the chapter considers some of the salient features within the
African communitarian thought, examining their possible consistency with the requirements of
human dignity as a universal moral ideal. The elements or values under consideration which
include generosity, compassion, reciprocity, mutual sympathy, interdependence, consensus, co-
operation, solidarity, social well-being, and others, contribute not only to the well-being of an
individual’s selected features such as rationality as is the case with the liberal conception of human
dignity, but also to the whole being and ultimately, to the community as a whole. That is, although
human rights are today regarded as providing the only proven and genuine values anchoring the
contemporary political philosophy, the communitarian principles under consideration here have
for a long time continued to shape the moral practices of the African people, and are generally held
to command greater moral responsibility than individual rights can (Bell, 2002:64). Additionally,
such considerations also take this study beyond compatibility sought between human rights and

communitarianism, or comparison between individualism and communitarianism. This should
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also not be construed as an exercise of intellectual or scholarly struggle between individualism and
communitarianism. Neither should it be construed as an intellectual activism purporting to claim
the existence of something that eventually cannot be demonstrated.

Chapter Six is the last in this study. It examines the practicality of the communitarian
conception of human dignity, not only of the contemporary African world, but globally as well.
The value of the African communitarian conception of human dignity can be determined not only
through conceptual coherence, but also practical relevance. Although many scholars today still
think and insist that the liberal conception of human dignity theory is well-equipped to deal with
a great many problems of the contemporary world, there are specific situations in which the
communitarian conception fairs reasonably better. The relevance of the communitarian conception
of human dignity can therefore be appraised within the actual practice. This point is also
emphasised by Jeff Malpas and Norelle Lickiss (2007:5) who argue that dignity cannot be
understood in the absence of action. That is, understanding human dignity cannot be isolated from
action. Rather, human dignity is manifested in the concreteness in human life and practice. It has
life only in those actual interactions where it regulates conduct between human beings. This
perhaps makes human dignity the best measure of its humanity. It must be noted that the chapter
does not attempt to re-enact and re-engage with the endless debate concerning the priority or
superiority of one set of values over another, a tendency which has for many years characterised
liberal-communitarian debate. Rather, it provides further evidence that African communitarian
conception of human dignity would become a better option in situations where the autonomy-
based conception of human dignity appears to be seriously lacking in addressing certain practical
issues. In that way, dignity founded on the African communitarian values succeeds in the
promotion of human dignity, not only at the individual level, but also and more importantly at the

level of humanity as a whole.
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CHAPTER ONE

HUMAN DIGNITY?: THE CONCEPT, HISTORY AND
GENERAL FEATURES

1.1 Introduction

This chapter engages the concept of human dignity, isolating for consideration some aspects
perceived to be necessary for its intelligibility. The aspects under consideration include the general
notion of human dignity, definition of the concept, historical development, and general features
that can be identified from every discourse on human dignity. As human dignity the main concept
in this thesis, it is important to understand its many dimensions. The hope is to get a basic
understanding of what dignity as a concept is all about, before engaging a more sustained
investigation on how African communitarian thought would promote it in the subsequent chapters.
As a concept, human dignity is used to express a basic value for all human beings. The concept is
ubiquitous in a number of spheres in which human interaction is at the premium. Hence, it regulates
their conduct towards one another.

Within the historical development of the idea, the chapter deals with historical accounts
tracing how the idea of human dignity has evolved over centuries. History helps us to understand
how the idea has been conceptualised. Conceptualisation is the formation of a mental picture of
what the idea is all about. Sources consist of a set of ideas or traditions from which various
formulations of the concept might have originated. Conceptualisation and sources contribute to the
metaphysical nature of the idea. These two issues, which will build on those considered from the
previous chapter, namely the problem of definition, general features and historical evolution.
Further, the historical development is important if we have to understand the sources of the idea
of human dignity. Sources of the idea of human dignity will further enhance our understanding of
what the idea of human dignity is all about.

The general features that characterise the idea of human dignity include equality of dignity,
the other-regarding nature of human dignity, dignity as an inherent worth of the individual, and

overridingness. Historically, there are four phases in which to understand the evolution of human

3 In this study, dignity and human dignity are used almost interchangeably. Although dignity is a general idea which
might not exclusively be predicated on human beings, its usage in this study is exclusively predicated on human
beings. Thus the dignity under discussion in this study refers to the moral quality of human beings.
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dignity. Two scholars, Pollmann and Lebech, give these four phases slightly different
nomenclature. Pollmann names them Roman Antiquity, Christianity, Early Modernity and the
period after 1945 which comes immediately after the Second World War (Pollmann, 2010:245-
246). Lebech calls them Cosmo-centric, Christo-centric, Logo-centric (Modern), and Polis-centred
(contemporary) contexts or accounts (2004:61; 2009:23). History provides the contexts in which
the concept of dignity has evolved. These historical episodes or contexts provide conditions under
which the concept of dignity was invoked. The historical contexts eventually became accounts of
human dignity corresponding to, and serving specific cultural, political, economic and social

peculiarities.

1.2 The concept of human dignity

The phrases ‘dignity of the human person’ and ‘human dignity’ have frequently come to be used
as expressions of a basic value accepted in a broad sense by all peoples (Schachter, 1983:848).
The concept of human dignity forms the basis of engaging conceptual as well as practical problems
within the contemporary moral and political order. Although this concept has become very
important particularly within political, moral and legal spheres, it has divided more than it has
united opinion because of its varying usages in different contexts. For this reason, Marcus Diiwell
has argued that a comprehensive account of human dignity is only possible through the
development of a positive account. Hence, although popular analyses of violations of human
dignity seem to offer an inductive pathway to human dignity since some people find them more
promising than theory-guided elaborations of a positive account, Diiwell nonetheless develops a
positive account of human dignity because it is impossible, he contends, to determine the kind of
actions which constitute violations of human dignity. In other words, when one makes a claim that
a specific action is in violation of human dignity, there would be no reference point if a positive
account of human dignity were absent. In this positive account, Diiwell has identified several
features attributed to the concept of human dignity, and he is convinced these elements will help
distinguish disputes about human dignity from those debates about honour, social standing, ideals
of excellence, and the like (Diiwell, 2010:215). Some of the general features that characterise a
modern concept of human dignity include the equality of dignity, the other-regarding
prescriptivity, emphasis on the inherent worth of the individual, and the overriding normative
claim of human dignity (Diiwell, 2010:218-221).

Increased usage and reference to the dignity of the human person is common among
political leaders, jurists and philosophers. The allusion to the concept as a basic ideal is so common

that any requirement of independent or theoretical support is rarely considered (Schachter, 1983:
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848). This has not gone down well with some scholars who have raised concerns that although
linguistic functions of the concept have become widespread, its meanings are increasingly
becoming ambiguous and blurred. In Doron Shultziner’s analysis for example, meanings of human
dignity are actually socially constructed in accordance with particular cultural and historical
contexts. He argues that in fact there is “no one ‘true’ meaning of human dignity, but rather
different levels of ‘thickness’ and ‘thinness’ that are culturally determined in each society”
(Shultziner, 2003:1).

Nonetheless, it appears there exists no other ideal which seems as clearly accepted as a
universal social good (Schachter, 1983:848). For this reason, human dignity is widely invoked as
a legal and moral ground for protests against degrading and abusive treatment, and other life
conditions regarded as inconsistent with human nature. The popularity of the concept of human
dignity in fact suggests that it is a notion which has acquired a special status reserved only for
human beings who, although part of nature, are able to transcend it by using their rational capacity.
They objectify the world by forming concepts to represent things that occupy it. Probably that is
the reason George Kateb calls human beings the highest species. That is, ability of human beings
to partially break with nature enables them to exercise control over it through such human
responses as intellectual curiosity, wonder and gratitude, as well as atonement for the wrongs
human beings have committed against it. Thus human dignity essentially consists in the worth of
human beings or their high rank, or their special place in nature. It is this uniqueness in human
beings, which manifests a break with nature (Kateb, 2011: x-1).

Although the idea of human dignity has become ubiquitous to the point of becoming a
cliché (Donnelly, 2009:83), it inevitably raises certain pressing questions which can only be
properly addressed within human ontology (Dan-Cohen, 2011:9). Here the ontological inquiry
targets two things, namely the nature human dignity and the nature of human being. These
properties are unique to an object for it to be called by its name. For example we can ask: What is
it to be a human? Or, what are the essential characteristics that make human beings to be called as
such? What exactly is dignity? What is so special with human beings so that they are accorded this
special status