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Introduction: Why We Need to Talk About Dignity

The concept of "dignity" is a cornerstone of our discussions about human rights, ethics, and
social justice. Yet, as powerful as the term is, it can be confusing. The 2024 declaration Dignitas

Infinita addresses this challenge by framing its entire exploration around a central, powerful
claim:

(DI, no.1).

This idea of infinite dignity is the foundation for understanding our absolute and unconditional
worth.

The purpose of this guide is to offer important clarifications that can help avoid frequent
confusion that surrounds the use of the term 'dignity.' To do this, we will explore four distinct
but related concepts of dignity as outlined in the declaration. By understanding these different
facets, we can gain a deeper and more precise appreciation for the worth of every human person.

We will explore the following four types of dignity:

* Ontological Dignity
¢ Moral Dignity

¢ Social Dignity

e Existential Dignity

The framework begins with the foundational concept of ontological dignity, which serves as the
anchor for all subsequent distinctions.

The Foundation: Ontological Dignity

The Unshakable Core of Our Worth

Ontological dignity is the specific term for the "infinite dignity" that is inherent to our very
being. It is the profound worth that every single person has simply because they exist, willed,
created, and loved by God. This dignity is not earned through actions, talents, or social status; it



is an irrevocable gift that serves as the foundation for all human rights, as this principle
"underlies the primacy of the human person and the protection of human rights" (DI, no.1).

The key characteristics of ontological dignity are that it is:

e Inherent: It belongs to the person as such.

e Indelible: It cannot be erased or "annulled." Nothing can take it away.

e Unconditional: It remains valid "beyond any circumstances," regardless of a person's
physical, psychological, social, or even moral condition.

This is the dignity that applies equally to every human being, including "an unborn child, an
unconscious person, or an older person in distress."

In short, ontological dignity is the fundamental worth we all share, which can never be lost or
taken away. This unchangeable reality stands in sharp contrast to our next concept, which is tied
directly to our choices.

Dignity in Our Choices: Moral Dignity

How Our Actions Reflect Our Dignity

Moral dignity refers to how we exercise our freedom and conscience. While every person
possesses an unlosable ontological dignity, their actions can either align with or contradict that
dignity. When people use their freedom to act against their conscience or to commit profoundly
evil acts against others, they behave in a way that is "not dignified." In this sense, moral dignity
is a quality that de facto can be "lost" through harmful choices.

This distinction holds a profound ethical implication. By separating a person's actions (moral
dignity) from their intrinsic worth (ontological dignity), we can condemn evil acts without
dehumanizing the person who commits them. This preserves their fundamental, inalienable
human worth and, crucially, holds out the hope "so that all those who have done evil may repent
and convert" (DI, no.7). Now, let's shift our focus from our internal choices to the external
conditions that shape our lives.

Dignity in Our World: Social Dignity

When Living Conditions Contradict Our Worth

Social dignity is a term used to describe the quality of a person's living conditions. It is not a
quality within a person, but a reflection of their environment. The primary example given in the
text is extreme poverty (cf. DI, nos. 8, 36). When people are forced to live in conditions that lack
the minimum necessary for a life appropriate to their worth, we say they are living in an
"undignified' manner."

It is crucial to understand that this expression is not a judgment on the individuals themselves.
Rather, as Dignitas Infinita states, it



(no.8)

Recognizing a lack of social dignity is a call to action because these conditions are an affront to
the person's unchangeable ontological dignity. It reveals our collective responsibility to challenge
and change the systems that prevent people from living in a way that reflects their innate worth.
This moves our focus from societal conditions to a person's inner world.

Dignity in Our Hearts: Existential Dignity

Our Personal Experience of a Dignified Life

Existential dignity refers to a person's own subjective perception and experience of their life,
particularly the feeling of living with "peace, joy, and hope." A person can experience their own
life as "undignified" even if their fundamental worth remains untouched.

This struggle can arise from two very different kinds of scenarios:

e Internal Struggles: A person may appear to have all their essential needs met but, for
various reasons, still struggle to find meaning and peace in their life.

e Overwhelming Hardships: A person facing "serious illnesses, violent family
environments, pathological addictions, and other hardships" (no.8) may be driven to feel
that their life conditions are undignified.

This feeling of living an "undignified" life reflects a profound form of personal suffering, but it
does not and cannot erase the person's true, ontological dignity, reminding us that subjective
suffering, however profound, never defines a person's ultimate worth. These four concepts, while
distinct, work together to give us a comprehensive view of human worth.

The Four Dignities at a Glance

To reinforce these distinctions, the following table provides a comparative summary, highlighting
the unique meaning and application of each concept.
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Core Meaning Can It Be Lost? Key Example from the

Dignitas Infinita
Moral How a person uses their Yes, through evil Someone who commits a
freedom and acts acts. profound act of evil
according to conscience. (example: murder).
Existential | The personal, subjective | N/A (It's an A person with a serious
feeling of living a life experience, not a illness who feels their life is
with hope and peace. personal trait). "undignified."

Understanding these distinctions is not just an academic exercise; it has profound implications
for how we treat one another and build a more just world.

Conclusion: Why These Distinctions Matter

The primary purpose of this fourfold distinction is to "remind us of the inalienable value of the
ontological dignity that is rooted in the very being of the human person in all circumstances" (DI,
no.l). This clear framework provides us with the tools to think and act with greater precision and
compassion, safeguarding our understanding of our infinite, unlosable worth in the face of real-
world complexities.

By understanding these four concepts, we can better navigate complex ethical challenges. It
allows us to uphold the indestructible worth of every single person (ontological dignity) while at
the same time addressing and condemning harmful actions (moral dignity), fighting unjust
social conditions (social dignity), and responding with empathy to profound personal suffering
(existential dignity).

This knowledge empowers us to be more effective and compassionate advocates, equipped to
defend the dignity of all people in every aspect of life.
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