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I am pleased to be given the opportunity today to make a few remarks on human dignity and reason at this inaugural conference run by the Center for Public Awareness of Bioethics.

What I would like to do in the time I have this afternoon is very modest: to offer a brief sketch of some of the difficulties that arise when we talk publicly about ethical and bioethical issues, particularly in the context of what we call human dignity and human reason.  These difficulties will be illustrated in the film we will see in just a few moments – hence, my interest in drawing attention to these difficulties does have a purpose.  Further, I’m going to offer one possible solution to them, which I’d like you to keep in mind as you watch the film and the struggles of the people portrayed within it.  I will suggest that it is philosophy – and I will discuss, throughout what I am about to say, what philosophy is, precisely – that can help to alleviate some of these difficulties. Doing this won't answer the question of what human dignity is, of course – but it can begin to make a dialogue about it possible.  And I think after you watch the film you will see, as I do, why it is so important to have this dialogue. 

I've chosen these words – “human dignity” and “reason” – to illustrate something about being human that philosophy can help us with.  These are words that we use all of the time, but despite their everyday familiarity and use, we note that they also have to do with the gravest questions touching upon our existence.  What does it mean – in the face of an external threat – when we assert our human dignity?  To whom are we speaking when we ask someone to use reason?  What do we want accomplished when we make this claim?  And when we do so – when we use language such as this – why and how do we expect others to listen to us?  Is this is at all philosophical?  -- helping people concretely in their suffering, in their struggles?

Well, when we look at the very genesis of philosophy in Athens, Greece, we find that philosophy was practiced as a way of life.  It had central importance to concrete questions of human existence – life in all its manifestations, variety, joys, sicknesses, and colorful details, ranging from birth to death.  Philosophy, for the Greeks, was the attempt to make sense of their human condition in their time and place using a common language: the language of reason. It was an effort to reason together, by asking questions, and by attempting to – every now and then – answer them.
Beginning then, with recognition of this state of affairs, it appears that asking questions about human life might be a distinctively and perhaps even timeless human enterprise, if it began over 2400 years ago.  It was brought to a particularly noble height by Socrates, who framed his life's activity – questioning and asking about what he called “the good” – as driven by a quite powerful desire to find an answer to this specific question: “What is the best life?”  What is the good life, the best life possible for a human being?  What makes human life worthy of respect and dignity?  And why, for heaven’s sakes, do we ask these questions?

I would suggest that we look at the use of language to get some traction on this question.  When we ask for respect and recognition – when we talk with others – we see immediately that respect and recognition can only come from another person.  We can’t give respect to ourselves.  We live, whether we want to see this or not, within a shared ethical life.  We as individuals emerge and find fulfillment only within a shared ethical life, in mutual recognition of our common dignity. We aspire to be known and recognized by those around us.  And when we’re not, we run into problems.
And one of the problems is that there is a moral component at work in this shared ethical life.  Human dignity always involves talking about morals, and of course we all intuitively sense that this is problematic, too.  Because we disagree.  Some actions are easy to classify as wrong, for instance.  Others aren’t.  But philosophy as practiced traditionally knew this difficulty, but it certainly didn’t rule out an answer to it, especially if there was a commitment to reason and to communal dialogue based on the desire we all have for recognition and respect.  And of course issues such as stem cell research, human cloning, euthanasia – and the topic we are speaking about today, Lyme Disease – bring with them the instant realization that we are touching upon subjects concerning the deepest – and most important, and most serious – human things.

Hence our attention is drawn, upon reflection, that we are asking the question about human dignity. We are here to discuss and hear about this question, which must signal something – namely, that it might yet be undecided, or that something about it has been forgotten. Why do we ask such questions? Why is human dignity a question – why do we disagree about it? Is it under challenge or attack? Perhaps one feels that one's own dignity is not being respected or valued. So why is it not something that already has been answered, once and for all, definitively?
Philosophy, then, can do more than aid us in our conversation about human dignity. In fact, this conversation begins in philosophy. To love wisdom, to begin to ask about the best way to live, and why our own individual lives are intrinsically and intuitively valuable to us, is to engage in philosophy, because it is to love and value that which, at a minimum, is most evident: that we are questioning beings, that we are communicative beings, and even more, that we can assert our dignity in the face of attempts to deny it through speech, through language, through dialogue. This is the foundation from which our inquiry ought to begin.

And then, finally, we ought to strive to do it well. When we examine the roots of the word under discussion – bioethics – we ought to note its Greek origins: bios, in Greek, means life, and ethics means habit, way of life, or character. When we are in the habit of doing something, we try to do it well and to do it eventually – we hope – excellently, if the habit we are performing is aimed at something worthwhile, that is. And life – bios – is, naturally, the most worthwhile thing of all, is it not?

So, how do we live well? What is the character of the best life?  It is clear that at a minimum it begins with the habit of asking questions, remembering all along that it is the human being who asks these questions, and creating a public place for this to occur. From this low but solid foundation, we come to see that our dignity will not consist in this capacity to question, but only that it comes to be protected and to be sheltered by those who do. Human life is not synonymous with reason, but human dignity, when threatened, finds its strongest ally in those who do, and do it well. 
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