Études maritainiennes/Maritain Studies
Sullivan: Dignity and a Global Ethic

HUMAN DIGNITY AND THE POSSIBILITY OF
A GLOBAL ETHIC
Kevin Sullivan
In recent years there has been a concerted effort to forge a consensus around the possibility of a global ethic – a set of commonly shared values from the world’s different religions, philosophies, and cultures. For some thinkers the core value thought to be most universally acceptable, and thus the best candidate to act as a foundation for a global ethic, is the value of human dignity. It is certainly true that the idea of human dignity has been given much prominence in numerous documents relating to global ethics and human rights. Jacques Maritain, for one, believed human dignity to be the ground for human rights. In  his The Rights of Man and Natural Law, Maritain exclaims “all these rights are rooted in the vocation of the person,” and describes persons as individuals possessing an immortal soul or spirit of intrinsic worth and value.
  All humans have souls and thus all have dignity. A more recent document triumphing the universal appeal of human dignity is the Declaration Towards a Global Ethic, approved by the Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago, 1993.
 The document speaks of a fundamental demand that all humans be treated humanely and links this demand to the idea of human dignity. It also claims dignity to be a value already affirmed in the world’s diverse faiths. 

I wish to question this view and shed some doubt on the possibility of human dignity serving as the centerpiece of an emerging global moral consensus. The issue, I believe, is a rather complicated one and not as straightforward as the signatories to the Declaration would have us believe. It has been claimed, for instance, that the Parliamentary consensus around human dignity was achieved almost effortlessly, without contention.
 This may be true but I am surprised representatives from those religions more mystically inclined, such as Taoism and Buddhism, were so readily accommodating. This does not mean these traditions could not, or do not, uphold the value of human dignity within their respective belief systems; it only indicates a more rigorous and systematic analysis of the issue is required. This paper seeks to contribute something modest towards that end. The first part outlines what I take to be the Declaration’s understanding of human dignity, an understanding that I claim tends to be far more influenced by Western religious and philosophical sources than non-Western ones. The second part attempts to demonstrate how the anti-anthropocentric assumptions embedded within Taoism, along with its idea of forgetting the self, make or should make the Declaration’s idea of dignity difficult for Taoists to completely adopt. The last part of the paper endeavors to show how the Buddhist conception of no-self (anatta) could be interpreted in such a way as to put Buddhists at odds with the notion of human dignity presented in the Declaration. If all this proves plausible, then the attempt to ferment a global ethic around the value of human dignity requires serious reconsideration and needs to be approached with caution.
The Declaration Towards a Global Ethic was actually drafted by the Catholic theologian, Hans Küng, and signed by representatives from many religious and spiritual traditions. The Declaration affirms, “that a common set of core values is found in the teachings of the religions, and that these form the basis of a global ethic.”
 It goes on to exhort that the most basic and universally accepted value takes the form of “a fundamental demand” that “every human being must be treated humanely.”
 This demand is later described in the following terms:

This means that every human being without distinction of age, sex, race, skin colour, physical or mental ability, language, religion, political view, or national or social origin possesses an inalienable and untouchable dignity.

The value of human dignity then, according to the Declaration, turn out to be the basis on which a global ethic is to be established and accepted by the world’s different religions. From this derive “four irrevocable directives” or “ancient guidlines” found in the teachings of many religions of the world -- these being a commitment to a culture of non-violence and respect for life: a commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just economic order; a commitment to a culture of tolerance and a life of truthfulness; and a commitment to a culture of equal rights and partnership between men and women. These directives can be summed up in the obligation “to do good and avoid evil” something more concretely expressed in the ubiquitous golden rule, both in its negative and positive formulations.  If adequately fulfilled, all these would better guarantee the recognition and protection of human dignity. The fundamental demand to respect human dignity, along with the four directives and the twin versions of the golden rule, ostensibly makes up a minimal ethics for the world community to follow.

Now what are we to make of such a proposal? Should we agree that the value of human dignity could function as a basis for a minimal global ethic? The most immediate evidence for human dignity being a core, universal value lies in the wide list of signatories to the Declaration. About 250 representatives officially subscribed to the document, which places dignity at the centre of a possible global ethic. The signatories came from different sects scanning the faiths of Bahai, Brahma Kumaris, Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Jainism, Judaism, Islam, Native religions, Neo-paganism, Sikhism, Taoism, Theosophy, Zoroastrianism, and a number of inter-religious organizations. It is an impressive list embracing a wide spectrum of the world’s religious and spiritual traditions. Surely if representatives from such a diversity of faiths could agree upon dignity as being the fundamental value governing their respective ethical systems and forming the bedrock for a global ethic, then it must be an accurate assessment.

Or is it? One worrisome problem is that the term “dignity” is never adequately defined or described much in the Declaration, a curious matter given the central role it plays as a foundation for a possible global ethic. What it does say reveals, I think, a bias towards Western interpretations of the ideal. For instance, the Declaration speaks of humans possessing “inalienable and untouchable dignity” and “intrinsic dignity,” which must be honoured, protected, respected, and preserved.
 It goes on to admonish us to treat human beings as “ends, never means” and insists the “human person is infinitely precious and must be unconditionally protected.”
 All this sounds remarkably similar to Western religious views on the subject and especially to Kant’s descriptions of dignity as outlined in his Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals (1785).

The idea of persons being “infinitely precious” can be traced back to Western sources, particularly to the Stoics and on through Judeo-Christian, Renaissance, and enlightenment schools of thought. The stoics, most notably Cicero, were the first to use the Latin phrase dignitas hominis or the dignity of man. Stoics believed humans had special status because they reflected to a higher degree than other things the divine reason (logos) operating in all of nature. Judaism and Christianity also championed the dignity of persons but for a different reason than the stoics, namely that humans were made in God’s image (Imago Dei). This idea occurs three times in the Hebrew Bible, all in the Book of Genesis, and refers to an essential similarity between humans and God.
  Jacques Maritain expresses the idea thusly:

The deepest layer of the human person’s dignity consists in its property of resembling God – not in a general way after the manner of all creatures, but in a proper way. It is the image of God. For God is spirit and the human person proceeds from Him in having as principle of life a spiritual soul capable of knowing, loving, and of being uplifted by grace to participation in the very life of God so that, in the end it might know and love Him as He knows and loves Himself.

Renaissance humanists such as Manetti and Mirandola also stressed the unique place humans have in the universe and the magnificence and nobility of humankind in general. For them dignity resided in the mind’s creativity and intelligence which elevated humans far above the rest of creation and allowed them to dominate all other creatures.

The Declaration’s talk about treating humans as ends and never solely as means harps back to Kant’s discussion of dignity found in his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals. There Kant draws his famous distinction between two kinds of values, extrinsic and intrinsic, or what he calls price and dignity. Something has a price when its value is derived from something outside itself, namely from those who covet it. Things have a price when they can be exchanged for other things that are deemed equally or more valuable. By contrast, Kant characterizes dignity as something having “unconditional and incomparable worth.”
 In being unconditional, dignity is about intrinsic or absolute value, meaning it is valuable for its sake alone and not for the sake of someone’s desires or tastes. Since dignity is a value that is unconditional or independent of contingent facts, it is said to be incomparable and irreplaceable as well.  This is what distinguishes persons from things and why for Kant persons can never be treated solely as means towards other people’s ends. 

Kant’s idea of human dignity shares things in common with conceptions of dignity found in the other Western religious and philosophical traditions mentioned. What they all reveal is dignity to be a fundamental value involving a person’s special status and intrinsic worth brought about by some unique natural (reason) or supernatural (immortal soul) property that humans possess and which defines their very nature and identity. This same notion of human dignity, or something very much like it, is what the Declaration seems to be hinting at when it talks of persons being precious and having intrinsic value. If correct, then the question arises whether such a notion of human dignity can be found in other religious traditions, particularly those represented at the Parliament in 1993. In other words, is it possible that all 250 signatories to the Declaration, together representing a broad spectrum of religions, had the above idea of dignity in mind when signing the document that essentially made dignity the basis for a possible global ethic? I will restrict the discussion of the issue and focus only on two traditions whose representatives signed the Declaration, Taoism and Buddhism

There are undoubtedly some elements within ancient Chinese religion and philosophy, particularly Confucianism, which reflect to some degree the Western idea of human dignity as involving a special status or possessing an equal intrinsic worth. The interesting point, however, is that no Confucian scholar or devotee was a signatory to the Declaration Towards a Global Ethic. There was one, however, from Taoism. Is Taoism, then, a philosophy that actually embraces the idea of human dignity as presented in the Declaration? There are two reasons to think not. The first has to do with the anti-anthropocentric attitude pervasive in Taoism, while the second relates to the Taoist idea of forgetting or deconstructing the self. 

Taoists would not endorse the claim that human beings have any special value. As Donald Munro, a Taoist scholar, notes:

In the case of the Taoists, assertions about the special worth of each human would elicit derisive hoots. Such claims would be interpreted as but another Confucian attempt to substitute a biased human perspective for the cosmic view. 
From the standpoint of the Tao, nothing has special worth – or all things have the same worth. How pompous of humans to think that any one of them has worth while a louse does not, or to harp on the former and ignore the latter.

Such an attitude stems from the Taoist commitment to a non-anthropocentric view of reality. Reality is the tao, pure and simple, and the tao is conceived in the Tao te ching as having unmanifest and manifest aspects. In its unmanifest state, the tao is referred to as the nameless tao, an undifferentiated whole that is utterly ineffable or beyond all thought and language. It is the tao in its completely transcendent state, free from all distinctions including the distinction between the manifest and unmanifest.  From this perspective the tao is the source of all change and transformation, the most elemental one involving the movement from non-being to being and from being back to non-being. The unmanifest side of the tao is really an absolute non-being, preceding and underlying the distinction between being and its opposite, relative non-being. Such an idea does not congeal well with human dignity for there is no individual subject that intrinsic value could attach itself to.

What about the tao in its manifest state? Can human dignity be found there? The matter is complicated by the fact that according to Lao-tzu the tao manifests itself in two ontological states: relative non-being (wu) and being (yu). Relative non-being represents a kind of transcendence for it consists of pure, limitless potentiality, the sum of all possibilities. It is described by Lao-tzu as the womb from which all things spring and will return and as the uncarved block filled with inexhaustible potentiality.
 It is the silence before the sound, the darkness before the light, the rest before the motion. It would be difficult to discover a basis for human dignity in such a transcendent state lying beyond the realm of myriad things including human beings. 

Being on the other hand represents the area where some of the possibilities become actualized, the realm of the ten thousand things. It is the tao in its most immanent state. Each individual thing, in coming to be, possesses something from the transcendent tao and this something is called the te. The te is a thing’s personal stock of tao and it is the power that makes a thing distinctly what it is. What each thing inherits from the tao is the capacity for spontaneous creativity (wu-wei), which is how the tao operates throughout nature. The tao acts in an unobtrusive manner, neither forced nor contrived. But somehow human beings have deviated from their te and so from acting in the same manner as the tao. This is the principal reason why there is so much conflict and strife in the world. Only by expressing our te can we act in harmony with the tao and thus reduce human suffering.

Now since the te is the tao within us, and the tao is the fundamental reality encompassing everything and defining our nature, then perhaps the te could act as a basis for, or be an equivalent to, human dignity. This becomes even more plausible when it is remembered that the term te also stands for virtue. There are two problems with this position however. First, the notion of virtue adumbrated in the Tao te ching and the Chuang-tzu is different from the one articulated in Confucian texts where it denotes excellent character traits like ren or human-heartedness. According to Taoism, following guidelines to cultivate ren is more a symptom of the problem concerning social disharmony than the solution. The solution is allowing the spontaneous actions and creativity of the tao to operate through one’s life. A second and more basic difficulty is that everything, human and non-human, has its own te, its own centre, and so the possession of a te is not very special. There is no indication that human beings have more te or possess it to a greater degree than other entities. On the contrary, Lao-tzu castigates humans for deviating from their te.
 The cosmocentrism of Taoism, then, replaces the anthropocentrism of Confucianism. Either nothing has intrinsic value or all things do. This seems significantly different from the Declaration’s understanding of dignity.

Does this imply that Taoism is bereft of moral values? Hardly. The values, however, are ones modeled after the operations of the tao in nature, like non-intervention, and not from ethical codes constructed by human beings. In fact, these codes only exacerbate our alienation from the tao for they are forced and contrived, not spontaneous like the tao itself. They are a product of dualistic thinking where distinctions are made between right and wrong or good and bad, with one term in the opposing pair being judged better or more preferable than the other term. But dualistic consciousness, and the language associated with it, can never mirror reality; for the latter consists of a dynamic, ever changing process while the former views this process as consisting of differentiated, static entities arranged in binary oppositions.

This leads to the second reason why Taoism would (or should) reject human dignity as the cornerstone of a global ethic – its deconstruction of the self. The dualistic conception of reality leads to the formation of egoistic desires and emotions that attach us to certain objects and goals. The result is a constructed self that erroneously believes itself to be real and separate from its environment. A false dichotomy develops between the subject and object, or agent and action. But such a constructed or conventional self has no intrinsic value for the Taoists. In fact, they insist it needs to be deconstructed in order to restore the connection with the te or the spontaneous activity of the tao within us. The constructed self must be lifted so the underlying te, our true nature at one with the tao, can be expressed. For Chaung-tzu, this takes the form of “forgetting self,” a process where one discovers the absence of a permanent self that underlies the changes in the world or becomes aware of the lack of identity that persists through myriad transformations. According to the Chaung-tzu, the basis of permanent identity or continuity cannot be the physical body since it undergoes constant variations throughout one’s life. It can neither be grounded on feelings nor emotions as they come and go, forever changing course. The same goes for the thinking mind since thoughts pop in and out of existence. The dismantling of the constructed self eradicates the distinction between self and object, between I and other.  Chaung-tzu nicely illustrates this point in his famous question of whether he was a man dreaming he was a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming he was a man.
 The boundary between the two gets blurred because there is really no sharp distinction to begin with. When the mind is emptied of all dichotomous categories, including the one between self and no self, there is no longer a moral agent deliberately deciding the right course of action to take.  With the idea of a permanent, substantial self deconstructed, and with it the notion of a moral agent, a commitment to the value of human dignity appears to make little sense.

A similar conclusion arises after analyzing the concept of no self (anatta) in Buddhism. The prime objective of Buddhism is to overcome our suffering state. Suffering is a fundamental characteristic of existence resulting from our ignorance about the true nature of reality. We believe reality to consist of some permanent, metaphysical substance, be it matter or mind-soul, when in fact it is an ever-changing process of momentary events. Things are really transient and have no substantial nature. This applies as much to the individual self as it does to the rest of reality. For Buddhism, the idea of a permanent, substantial self, a self that remains identical through time, is a popular fiction. No such self exists. All is anatta or nonsubstantial. It is when we mistake what is essentially impermanent for being permanent that suffering is experienced. A self with its own desires and goals is thought to exist and it clings to things that are actually void of any substantial reality. Our entire life is then focused on continually attempting to satisfy the cravings of this illusory self. Even death is no escape because we will be reborn into a new suffering embodied state. The problem is not our inability to choose the right objects of desire, as Augustine or Maritain maintained, but desire, or specifically craving (an obsessive desire), itself. Trying to redirect our cravings toward a worthy object like God is ineffective because craving can only be satisfied by something truly permanent and substantial, of which nothing of the sort, including God, exists. The end result is a life, or more accurately a series of lives, racked with continuing frustration and disappointment for we are chasing after chimeras. The goal is to directly realize the impermanent, nonsubstantial nature of reality and of our own self, a state the Buddhists of course call nirvana.

Now since the idea of human dignity, as alluded to in the Declaration Towards a Global Ethic, would seem to presuppose the existence of a substantial human person, it is difficult to comprehend how the Buddhist doctrine of no-self could harmoniously co-exist with the value of human dignity. And yet several Buddhists from all three Buddhist sects – the Theravada, the Mahayana, and the Vajrayana – signed the Declaration.
 Did they not realize a possible inconsistency between their commitment to the no-self doctrine and their commitment to the idea of human dignity forming the basis for a global ethic?

One way to respond would be to emphasize how the Buddhist doctrine of no-self steers a middle course between the position of eternalism, which affirms the existence of a permanent metaphysical self distinct from the mind/body complex, and that of annihilationism, which disputes the very existence of any self at all, metaphysical or empirical. Each of these views is too extreme.  The Buddhist conception of no-self can only be understood when seen as a reaction to the view of the self articulated in the Upanishadic tradition of Buddha’s time. The Upanishads conceived of the self as the atman, the true self. Hindu philosophers argued that behind any sensory experience there needed be a subject or agent who is experiencing something: a perceiver behind the perception. Moreover, one, through meditative practice, could eventually reach a state of samadhi where all distinctions would vanish leaving simply the pure awareness of atman itself, one’s real identity. The Buddha rejected these arguments claiming, like David Hume and Derek Parfit after him, that in trying to discover a substantial self one only finds a flux of changing thoughts, desires, perceptions, and so on.
 There is no core substance called the self that is ever encountered. What is encountered are the five aggregates, a series of momentary psychophysical events involving the body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness. These events are perpetually changing, coming into being and passing away. There is no underlying self or substratum that we can experience unifying the whole process. And we are mistaken to think any one of the aggregates or all in combination constitutes a permanent self. This is different, however, from the annihilationist position since there is a conception of the self operating here.  Buddhists do not deny there is a self, only that there exists a permanent, substantial, or metaphysical self or atman. That is why the no-self doctrine is referred to as anatman (no atman). If anything, the self, according to Buddhism, is simply the changing patterns of conditioned and interrelated processes that are ongoing throughout individual existence. The self, in short, is not a thing, but a real activity or process. It is not any one element in the stream of becoming but the stream of becoming itself. This is why Buddhism is said to present a strictly empirical view of the self in contrast to the highly metaphysical one enunciated in the Upanishadic tradition. Couple this with the Buddhist idea of rebirth, where individual existence takes on different forms across huge expanses of time, only reinforces the impermanent and non-substantial nature of the self.



It is unclear to me how the value of dignity can be attached to such a view of the self, to a “stream of becoming” or to “changing patterns of interrelated processes.” These may indeed exist but why should they have any intrinsic value. If what is described is simply an empirical phenomenon, a fact of ontology, then it is difficult to fathom how a value can be derived from such a fact. Put differently, it is not obvious how an interrelated series of momentary events can have any moral significance in itself. This becomes even more problematic in Mahayana schools of Buddhism, particularly the Madyamika of Nagarjuna, where it is believed the stream of becoming itself is empty and is only the result of dualistic thought constructs such a being/becoming and self/no-self.  These along with all other dualisms need to be deconstructed and transcended. Moreover, if discursive thought and language distorts reality, as Nagarjuna and Zen Buddhists contend, then even using the terms process self or stream of becoming would be delusional. Any term or description, including the Buddhist one, would be distorting because language, in being dualistic in nature, fails to reflect the essentially non-dual nature of reality (emptiness or sunyata). There remains a lack of correspondence between words and what is truly real.  Given all this, what then could be the source of human dignity according to Buddhism?

One promising answer has been offered by the British Buddhist scholar, Damien Keown in his article “Are there Human Rights in Buddhism?”. Keown suggests the value of human dignity in Buddhism can be found in the fact that human beings have a soteriological end – nirvana.
What I will suggest in general is that the source of human dignity should be sought not in the analysis of the human condition provided by the first and second noble truths (the area where Buddhist scholarship has myopically focused its attention) but in the evaluation of human good provided by the third and fourth.

The third noble truth concerns the ideal of nirvana, while the fourth relates to the way of attaining it – the eightfold path, divided into moral purification, concentration, and insight. In Buddhist texts nirvana is described in both negative and positive terms. Negatively, it means the cessation of suffering, the freedom from all conditioned states due to the removal of ignorance and craving. All defilements are rooted out and the flames of greed, hatred, and delusion are extinguished. Positively, nirvana is said to be freedom, absolute truth, and the highest bliss. In being the greatest good, the summun bonum, nirvana is of supreme intrinsic value. For Keown, humans have intrinsic value because of their capacity to realize the highest good, nirvana. And since all humans are thought to have this capacity to the same degree, in the long run at least, their intrinsic worth is thought to be equal as well. The arhat of the Theravada, the Bodhisattva of the Mahayana, and the Mahasidda of the Vajrayana are the names given to an individual who has succeeded in realizing the ultimate state while still embodied in the world. Each acts as a model for the rest of us and demonstrates how nirvana is potentially in reach of all.

Keown may be on the right track in attempting to base human dignity on an ultimate good – nirvana and our capacity to realize it – but some problems emerge in his position nonetheless. To begin with, his suggestion doesn’t appear to derive directly from anything mentioned in the Buddhists texts themselves. The texts are devoid of explicit talk about human dignity as such and make no claim about dignity being based on a capacity to experience nirvana.
The second problem takes the form of a question: why should the capacity to experience something in the future – nirvana – make humans intrinsically valuable? In the Abrahamic religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam humans have inherent worth because of something already done: being made in the image or likeness of God. It is not our capacity to be saved that makes us worthy but simply the fact of being created in a special way. Some scholars have characterized Buddhist ethics as being consequentialist in nature, even utilitarian. If correct, then it would face the same kind of irritable problems plaguing any consequentialist perspective. That is why other scholars have conceived of Buddhism as advancing a sort of virtue ethics, not dissimilar to that of Aristotle or Confucius.
 This has its problems too, the chief one being it rests on a thick theory of a human essence, something conspicuously missing in the Buddhist doctrine of no-self.

A further difficulty with Keown’s view relates to the unequal distribution of dignity among humankind that would result if his interpretation proved accurate. If only the capacity for attaining enlightenment formed the basis for human dignity, then all those individuals who did attain it would no longer possess human dignity. Why would dignity remain if they fulfilled their capacity for realizing nirvana. It is the capacity for nirvana and not the experience of nirvana itself that defines dignity for Keown. The outcome of course would be a maldistribution of dignity in the world with those who are still unenlightened having it and those who are enlightened left without. But the Declaration is clear that all humans possess equal dignity. It would seem this proposed basis for dignity cannot succeed and needs to be rejected.

The last problem with Keown’s position I wish to expose concerns the troublesome situation of defining a core moral value, human dignity, in terms of a capacity to experience a state which ultimately transcends all moral categories and in fact all categories entirely.  This gets to the very nature of nirvana itself, which is too large a topic to adequately explore here. A more manageable approach is to focus on the relation between ethics and nirvana. Two interpretations of the ethics/nirvana relationship can be gleaned from the writings of Buddhist scholars on the subject. One is known as the transcendency thesis, held by Winston King and Melford Spiro among others, which conceives the practice of moral purification to be subordinate to the insight necessary to attain nirvana, and of course subservient to the experience of nirvana itself.
  Here morality is only valuable as a means to the final end of nirvana and is never considered part of the goal itself. The other is the holistic thesis, advanced by Keown and others, where moral virtues, especially compassion, are not transcended or left behind when nirvana is attained but remain part of, and are perfected in, the whole nirvanic experience.
  For this reason, morality is thought to be valuable in itself and should never be assigned a subordinate place in the Buddhist scheme of things. It is easy to see how the value of human dignity would fare better under the holistic interpretation since dignity would be prevalent in both the unenlightened and enlightened states. But is this the more correct interpretation? One pertinent reason for thinking otherwise lies in the fact that moral acts still lead to karma and so to future rebirths, whereas the final goal of Buddhism is for individuals to be eventually liberated from the whole cycle of rebirths (samsara). Moral behavior can certainly secure a better rebirth but even a good rebirth for Buddhists is ultimately bad because it prolongs our suffering state. What Keown conveniently forgets is the Buddha made a distinction between the third and fourth noble truths, between the final goal of nirvana and the path to it. But a path is different from the destination and the Buddha saw fit to draw a distinction between the two. Part of the path is sila or moral purification, and this involves practices that engender karmic fruit. Nirvana, however, involves the disruption of the karmic process and the termination of any further karmic production.

Given the problems in Keown’s position noted above it might be more reasonable to agree with what he says elsewhere:

The very words “human dignity” sound as alien to the Buddhist context as talk about rights. One looks in vain to the Four Noble Truths for any explicit reference to human dignity, and the doctrines such as no-self and impermanence may even be thought to undermine it.

As with the case of Taoism, this negative conclusion concerning human dignity in no way makes Buddhism devoid of ethical prescriptions. Indeed, Buddhism is a religion brimming with moral tenets and practices. The point is that given the Buddhist views of the self and nirvana sketched above, it would be difficult, though perhaps not impossible, to fit a notion of human dignity into its system of thought.

I have tried to show how the Declaration’s attempt to undercover a minimal global ethic involving human dignity, though laudable in many ways, needs to be reconsidered or at least seriously nuanced given that certain beliefs in Taoism and Buddhism neither neatly nor transparently coalesces with such a value. Given the potential significance and influence of a global ethic, hopefully a more rigorous and directed discussion on the idea of human dignity in different traditions will be forthcoming. We can only wait and anticipate such a stimulating interchange of ideas.
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