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The moral situation of the modern Western society is characterized, inter alia, by three important characteristics: 1. the globalisation process, which is primarily an economic process, but also influences man’s attitude toward life and his values; 2. the idea of human rights, which are becoming the broadest ethical and legal norm at the level of individual countries and even of the international community; 3. a pluralism of views and values, which practically ( but sometimes also in the theory ( leads to moral relativism and subjectivism. It is quite evident that these three moral factors are not coherent. The globalisation and the universality ought to further the unification of moral norms, whereas pluralism makes such unity impossible. In reality, the tension between these factors is much less important. The idea of human rights establishes a certain ( though rather fragile ( agreement among different people, nations and countries.

Nowadays human rights are a particular factor in creating unity among people because all mankind ought to be in agreement about them, at least in principle. The General Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 was proclaimed by the highest world authority and should express the will of all mankind. If the list of human rights, however, is considered just a guarantee of pluralism, as if everybody paradoxically agreed on agreement not being necessary, one has to ask the decisive question whether such a gulf between form and content is possible. The idea of human rights really does not allow an absolute ethical pluralism because it cannot be reconciled with just any anthropology or just any life value. Therefore ethical relativism referring to human rights for its proof is not valid and seriously endangers these very rights.

From different viewpoints one can establish that in our world where human rights are on everyone’s lips, these rights are increasingly endangered. The recent fiftieth anniversary of the General Declaration of Human Rights has made numerous people remark on this. However, it is not only the question of human rights being the fundamental constitutional basis of the modern democratic and liberal state. Human rights as defined by international documents and comprised in the constitutions and statutes of single countries, human rights as a juridical norm, presuppose an ethical conscience, the basic modern ethical inspiration. This fundamental ethical conscience forming the basis of human rights is the dignity of the human person. Though a pluralism of values and ethical standpoints is nowadays established and ensured, this pluralism is not absolute. There also exists a basic agreement and a basic ethical universalism issuing therefrom. This finds expression in a general and universal acceptance of human rights, which means a general recognition that the human person ( every human person ( is a holder of inalienable human dignity. Because of this dignity every man has a special place in the world. He is entitled to special respect, which makes relations between people not comparable to those man has to other beings or to relations ( living or inanimate ones ( have between them.

It is well-known that the interest in ethical questions and the need for ethical guidelines keep growing in the modern world. This growing need for ethics is a result of the growing scope of objects man actively intervenes in by changing their natural condition. Ethics start from the fact that man makes things and makes himself. By his actions he forms and changes the world and himself, he brings something in the world that has not existed before, at the same time he himself becomes what he has not been before. By these actions he determines not only himself but also other people. The world he creates, the world of culture and civilisation influences himself and the people around him. The necessary question is an ethical one: What may I or what must I do, what must I not or what must I refrain from doing or avoid doing?

With regard to what man changes and where he makes things that have not existed before, three areas can be established where man’s interventions have been increasing. 

In the first place, since prehistoric times man has been making things and inventing more and more new ones. Thus the whole area of man’s artifacts has come into being. This is the world of things made, made by man to be used by him.

The second important and decisive turning point set in when man started to create deliberately his institutions and to make them according to his ideas. The modern state is a planned and man-made state. Its institutions are made with the aim to preserve and promote man’s dignity. The decisive event in the planned creation of new institutions was the French Revolution. In his lectures on the philosophy of history Hegel describes the exalted awareness of the contemporaries of the French Revolution that the time has dawned when they will be able for the first time since the sun has been in the sky to form their social and political life according to their own concept.

The ethical dimension of creating or remodelling social and political institutions is even more evident and direct than the ethical dimension of creating new things and tools. Namely, the institutions in which man lives determine and condition the life, happiness and moral quality of the members of a society and a state. The connection of the institutions to happiness and unhappiness and especially to respect or/and the violation of dignity of the human person is very evident and direct. Therefore it is the more evidently imperative for these institutions to be such as to respect man as a person with his dignity and as an end and not just as a means. Hence it is not just by chance that the ethical ideas of the Enlightenment reaching their peak and their final formulation with Kant coincided with the political changes connected to the French Revolution and to the political and social events thereafter.

Today we are facing the third and last sphere of man’s intervention and creation anew: the possibility of intervening in man’s genetic constitution, the possibility of making a new man. This opens the whole area of bioethics, where man’s responsibility for himself and for others requires his highest possible commitment because it is increasingly a question of creating men, of creating biological conditions, that is the most immediate and momentous conditions of their further existence. One must ask oneself whether the moral idea of human dignity having ancient Greek stoical philosophical roots and Jewish-Christian religious ones will be able to inspire and steer the modern ethical discussion.

The idea of the dignity of the human person is very much opposed to any discrimination. Any man shares this dignity. Man is the holder of this dignity irrespective of his sex, race, nationality and conviction and also irrespective of his education, social status, age and health. 

The idea of dignity is a normative one: it is the starting point of man’s rights and freedoms as well as of the duties men have towards themselves and towards each other and the state has towards its citizens. People do not have their dignity because certain rights are accorded to them by the state or the international community, but have these rights ( even if they are not recognised by the state ( because they are holders of human dignity.

Human dignity is clearly expressed in three other ideas that are connected to the idea of dignity: first, the idea of man as the end or the aim of himself, then the idea of man as the absolute value and, finally, the idea of man as a transcendent being. All these ideas complement and corroborate each other. Because of his dignity man requires such a social environment and legal-political systems where it will be recognized that he is more than just a means. The ultimate goal and end of his social endeavours ( as socially useful as they may be ( is he himself in his personal happiness and especially in his moral quality of life. For the same reason every human being is irreplaceable because of being an absolute value. 

As a transcendent being he transcends what he is. The deepest anthropological basis of man’s dignity is actually the transcendence of any human person. Therefore man transcends his social environment and this transcendence is in accordance with the fact that he is the end and not a means. Since he transcends his usual integration into time and space, he does not exist because of the society or because of his biological species. He exists because of himself. Once he achieves something or becomes somebody, he transcends it. This makes him unique, irreplaceable and gives him a personal history, which is a history of his own formation of himself into a certain image of man. This puts man above all his established relationships. He is not just a part of a whole because he is not subordinated to it. The meaning of his life is not the good functioning of the system in which he finds himself. He is really never just a part of a system because he is imposed on himself, set as a task for himself, responsible for himself.

These basic ideas, namely “the dignity of the human person”, “man as the absolute value”, and “man as the end and not as a means” overlap by what they prohibit. They prohibit any manipulative and merely self-interested use of fellow men. We consider things we use as means and they serve our interests. We only consider them justified and legitimate as long as they serve us. But neither man’s justification ( nor the foundation of his rights ( depends on anyone’s interests. The only justification of man is his own dignity. Therefore man has a immediate and inherent duty to respect the dignity of the human person, the dignity of others as his own dignity.

In history, the conscience of the dignity of the human person gained special strength with Kant in connection with the question of establishing the ethical norm that political and social institutions required by the foundation of the modern democratic and liberal state in the 18th and 19th centuries were to be subject to. Today we are faced with another requirement: which fundamental ethical norm the recent intervening in man’s genetic constitution itself and all possible genetic manipulation is to be subject to. I am certain that by a consistent and coherent reflection on what the dignity of every human being requires, one can arrive at ethically appropriate answers also to these ethical questions our time is asking. Moreover, the contemporary open ethical questions require an even stronger and more consistent idea of the dignity of every man than was required by the ethical questions accompanying the formation of the modern democratic state system.
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