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Human Uniqueness and Human
Dignity: Persons in Nature and
the Nature of Persons

Holmes Rolston III

« Humanity itself is a dignity.” Immanuel Kant sought a univer-

sal human dignity with his respect for persons.! His high-
principled claim continues, endorsed by the nations of the Earth, in
the Preamble to the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human
Rights: “[R]ecognition of the inherent dignity...of all members of
the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice, and peace in
the world.”*

Such dignity is a core concept getting at what is distinctively hu-
man, commanding special moral attention. Our dignity figures in
our personal identity, first at basic levels, where dignity is inalienable
and common to us all, and further at developmental levels, where
dignity can be achieved or lost, recognized or withheld. A person
who has “lost his dignity” behaviorally is not thereby a person whom
we can treat as without dignity in the native entitlement sense. A per-
son’s dignity resides in his or her biologically and socially constructed
psychosomatic self with an idiographic proper-named identity.

At both levels, we should think of a gestalt, more than some quan-
titative scalar quality. Dignity is an umbrella concept (something like
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freedom, love, justice, integrity), which makes it at once inclusive
and comprehensive, and yet raises issues of scope and precision.? The
plan here is to see whether we can make some progress toward rec-
ognizing distinctive human worth by articulating the ways in which
humans differ from nonhuman animals. We will spiral around a con-
stellation of interrelated capacities, as often consulting what scientists
are discovering as we are listening to the humanists. Awareness of the
gulf separating humans from all other species can sensitize us to our
potential for dignity.

This could be important in an age when it is philosophically and
scientifically fashionable to “naturalize” all phenomena, human be-
havior included. The skeptic will say that we here are resisting ac-
cepting human continuity with animal nature, exaggerating the di-
chotomy between humans and their nonhuman ancestors. Our reply
is that just this human capacity to present arguments such as those
we are here producing establishes this discontinuity and the dignity
for which we are arguing. Paradoxically, the more we discover that we
are products of an evolutionary process, descended from the apes, the
more we find that the capacity we humans have to demonstrate this—
requiring paleontology, genomics, cladistics, anthropology, cognitive
science, neuroscience, philosophy, and ethics—distinguishes us from
the rest and disrupts the continuity demonstrated. Our concern here
is not primarily medical, but this search might highlight understand-
ing of what in humans we especially seek to protect, both in medi-
cine and elsewhere in human affairs.

Nature and Culture

Human dignity results from both (1) the nature of and in human
nature and (2) the cu/ture in which humans comprise their character.
Humans live embodied lives. This embodiment, not itself undigni-
fied, is necessary but not sufficient. Our human biology opens up
vast new possibility spaces in which our dignity can be (indeed must
be) further nurtured in culture. In this respect, mixing our biological
finitude with cultural refinements, we radically differ from animals.
This search for such dignity, it now seems, is an all and only human
assignment.
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This search is anti-reductionist; we resist the claim that a human
is “nothing but” an animal. Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd find
“that the existence of human culture is a deep evolutionary mystery
on a par with the origins of life itself.... Human societies are a spec-
tacular anomaly in the animal world.”* The human transition into
culture is exponential, non-linear, reaching extraordinary epistemic
powers. To borrow a term from the geologists, humans have crossed
an unconformity. To borrow from classical philosophers, we are look-
ing for the unique differentia of our genus.

Animals do not form cultures, at least not cumulative transmis-
sible cultures. Information in wild nature travels intergenerationally
largely on genes; information in culture travels neurally as persons are
educated into transmissible cultures. Animals inherit some skills by
copying the behavior of others, but genetics remains the dominant
mode of intergenerational information transfer. The determinants of
animal and plant behavior are never anthropological, political, eco-
nomic, technological, scientific, philosophical, ethical, or religious.
The intellectual and social heritage of past generations, lived out in
the present, re-formed and transmitted to the next generation, is reg-
ularly decisive in culture.

The term “culture” is now commonly used of some animals,
which is done partly by discovering behavior of which we were previ-
ously unaware, but also by revising the scope of the term “culture”
to include behavior transmitted by imitation. In this sense culture is
present not only among primates, but among birds, when they learn
songs or migration routes from conspecifics. If so, we need another
term, super-culture, for the human cultural capacities, or at least
more precision in distinguishing kinds of culture.

Opening an anthology on Chimpanzee Culture, the authors
doubrt, interestingly, whether there is much of such a thing: “Cultural
transmission among chimpanzees is, at best, inefficient, and possibly
absent.” There is scant and in some cases negative evidence for active
teaching of the likeliest features to be transmitted, such as tool-using
techniques. Chimpanzees clearly influence each other’s behavior, and
seem to intend to do that; they copy the behavior of others. But
there is no clear evidence that they attribute mental states to others.
They seem, conclude these authors, “restricted to private conceptual
worlds.”






