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orthodox and heretic, friend and enemy. Those lines organize power, obligation, and belonging. 
Yet a quieter claim haunts every line-drawing regime: human dignity comes first, and therefore 
no human authority has the moral right to decide which humans count as fully human. This 
paper explores the earliest durable sources for that claim and why it keeps returning whenever 
civilizations face the temptation to downgrade persons into categories. We begin with the 
Hebrew Bible’s imago Dei grounding, which places human worth upstream of tribe, status, and 
state permission. We then trace a second lineage in Stoic and Ciceronian natural law, where 
dignity is argued from shared human nature rather than covenantal theology. From there, we 
examine how these streams converge—sometimes uneasily—into modern “inherent dignity” 
language, and why modern identity politics, nationalism, and technological classification 
systems continually pressure dignity to become conditional again. The central thesis is simple: 
identity labels can be administratively useful, but they must remain morally downstream. The 
moment a society treats identity as the gatekeeper of dignity, it reintroduces the very violence 
the dignity principle was invented to prevent. 
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1. Introduction: The Line No One Owns 

This paper begins with a simple observation about how human communities survive: we sort. 
We name, rank, separate, and bind. We create categories that let strangers cooperate, let 
leaders govern, let families transmit memory, and let institutions decide who gets what. 
Classification is not an exotic moral failure; it is a primary tool of social coordination. The 
problem begins when a society forgets that its categories are tools and starts treating them as 
moral reality itself. At that moment, the lines we draw for administration become lines we draw 
for worth. 

The claim explored here is that human dignity is morally prior to human identity. Identity may 
be necessary for social life, but dignity is the condition that limits what social life is allowed to 
do. When dignity is placed downstream of identity, the door opens to conditional personhood: 
some lives count fully, others count partially, and some are declared disposable. The central 
question becomes: who has the authority to set that boundary? This paper argues that no 
human institution can be trusted with that power, because any institution that can draw the line 
can redraw it, and the beneficiaries of the redraw are rarely the weak. 

Rather than hunting for a single “first discoverer” of the dignity-before-identity principle, we 
trace genealogies: durable streams of reasoning that make the claim legible, repeatable, and 
resistant to capture by power. Genealogies matter because “firstness” is usually unknowable, 
but durable formulations can be tested: do they hold under stress, or do they collapse back into 
tribal ranking? 

1.1 The recurring human impulse to classify 

Classification is older than law and older than writing. A child learns it before argument: safe 
versus dangerous, mine versus yours, inside versus outside. Societies elaborate the same 
grammar. Tribes become nations; kinship becomes citizenship; taboo becomes ordinance; 
reputation becomes credential. Even moral language depends on sorting: good and evil, faithful 
and traitor, pure and defiled, victim and perpetrator. Without classification, there is no shared 
map, and without a shared map, collective action becomes impossible. 

This impulse has at least three recurring motives. First, cognition. The world is too rich to hold in 
raw form; categories compress reality into manageable handles. Second, coordination. Groups 
need roles, norms, and predictable expectations. Third, control. Classification is not only 
descriptive; it is distributive. It decides access to resources, protection, and voice. “Member” 
versus “non-member” is a classification that can be the difference between shelter and 
expulsion, between rights and vulnerability. 

Because classification is useful, it tends to expand. What begins as practical naming hardens into 
social ontology: the categories start to feel like the way the world is, rather than the way we 
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chose to manage it. Once hardened, categories acquire ritual, narrative, and sacred aura. They 
become emotionally defended. They become identity. And when identity is defended, it is 
defended against someone. 

The danger is not that categories exist, but that categories become gates for moral standing. 
The slide is subtle. A society does not usually say, “We deny dignity.” It says, “We are protecting 
order.” It says, “We must prioritize our own.” It says, “Some people are threats.” The 
administrative vocabulary of sorting quietly becomes a moral vocabulary of worth. That is the 
moment the line becomes lethal. 

1.2 The core claim: dignity is upstream of identity 

To say dignity is “upstream” of identity is to make an ordering claim. Identity is the set of labels 
and narratives that locate a person in a social world: citizen or foreigner, believer or unbeliever, 
respectable or suspect, included or excluded. These identities may be chosen, inherited, 
assigned, or imposed; in practice they are always mixed. Dignity, by contrast, names a baseline 
worth that does not depend on those labels. 

Upstream means two things. First, dignity is not granted by identity. A person does not become 
valuable by acquiring the right membership, the right name, the right papers, the right 
reputation, or the right conformity. Second, dignity limits identity. Identities can structure 
obligation and responsibility, but they cannot be used as permission slips for degrading persons, 
treating them as means only, or pushing them outside the circle of moral regard. 

This ordering does not deny the reality of difference. It does not pretend that identity is 
irrelevant to culture, memory, or responsibility. It says something narrower and more 
demanding: identity differences must never be allowed to define who counts as fully human. 
The moment identity becomes the gatekeeper of dignity, dignity is no longer dignity; it is a 
reward system. 

One practical way to hear the claim is this: identity is a map; dignity is the rule that forbids 
burning the people who do not fit your map. Another way: identity answers “Who are you 
among us?” dignity answers “What may we never do to you, regardless of the answer?” 

1.3 Why “who sets the line?” is the decisive question 

If dignity is prior, the central dispute is not whether societies draw lines, but whether anyone 
has authority to make the moral line depend on those lines. “Who sets the line?” is decisive 
because line-setting is power. It determines which harms count as harms, whose suffering is 
legible, whose rights are enforceable, and whose death is treated as background noise. 

When humans set the dignity line, three patterns recur. 
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First, self-serving redefinition. The line drifts to favor the strong: the dominant ethnicity, the 
dominant class, the dominant party, the dominant theology, the dominant data model. Even 
when the rhetoric is high-minded, the incentives are predictable. 

Second, crisis elasticity. Under fear, the circle of the protected shrinks. Emergency language 
(“security,” “purity,” “survival”) becomes a solvent that dissolves dignity into conditional status. 

Third, bureaucratic amnesia. Institutions forget they are using proxies. They start treating 
paperwork, credentials, and classifications as if these were the person. The human disappears 
into the file. Once that happens, cruelty can be administered as procedure. 

The dignity-before-identity principle functions as a refusal: it refuses to let any human authority 
treat dignity as its jurisdiction. It is not merely sentimental; it is structural. It is a design 
constraint on moral and political order. If you cannot be trusted with the power to decide who 
counts, then the moral architecture must be built so that you do not possess that power. 

1.4 Method and scope: genealogies of an idea, not a single “first” 

The question “Who first knew this?” is understandable and often unanswerable. Moral insights 
rarely arrive once, in one place, and then spread cleanly. They appear as convergences: separate 
traditions discover similar constraints under different pressures. What survives is not necessarily 
what was first, but what was made speakable, memorizable, transmittable, and institutionally 
durable. 

So this paper proceeds genealogically. It traces major streams that articulate dignity as prior to 
identity with enough clarity to shape later moral language. One stream grounds dignity in 
creation and divine image-bearing: the worth of the human is anchored beyond tribe and state. 
Another stream grounds dignity in shared human nature and reason: membership in the human 
community outruns membership in the city. These lineages sometimes ally, sometimes 
compete, and sometimes correct one another’s weaknesses. 

The scope is deliberately practical. We are not writing a comprehensive history of “dignity” as a 
word across all civilizations, nor claiming exclusivity for any one tradition. We are asking a 
focused question: which formulations make it hardest for power to redraw the moral boundary? 
Which stories and arguments keep dignity upstream when identity politics, nationalism, and 
technological classification try to drag it downstream? 

That method also implies a test. A dignity principle is not vindicated by its beauty, but by its 
resistance to capture. If it collapses the moment we dislike the person in question, then it was 
never upstream. The rest of the paper develops this test across ancient sources, modern 
codifications, and present-day failure modes, aiming to preserve one central restraint: the line 
of human worth is not ours to own. 
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2. Defining Terms Without Collapsing Them 

A large fraction of moral confusion comes from definitional collapse: we use one word to do 
four jobs, then we argue as if the ambiguity were insight. “Dignity” and “identity” are especially 
prone to this. Dignity is used as a feeling, a status, a right, a virtue, a social performance, and a 
metaphysical claim—all in the same paragraph. Identity is used as a label, a story, a category, a 
political constituency, and a psychological need—again, often all at once. If we do not separate 
these functions, the dignity-before-identity claim becomes either trivial (“of course people have 
worth”) or political theater (“my group’s narrative outranks yours”). The aim here is modest: 
define terms tightly enough to keep the argument stable, without pretending that words are 
mathematically precise. 

We will treat dignity as a moral predicate—something asserted about persons that constrains 
what may be done to them. We will treat identity as a social-cognitive structure—something 
that locates persons in a web of meanings and obligations. We then introduce a simple 
“upstream/downstream” model to describe moral ordering, and we conclude by distinguishing 
administrative lines (needed for coordination) from moral lines (dangerous when made 
conditional). 

2.1 What “dignity” means in moral discourse 

In ordinary speech, “dignity” often means composure: the person “kept their dignity.” That is a 
behavioral virtue—self-respect, restraint, a refusal to beg. Moral and political discourse uses 
dignity differently. Here dignity means baseline worth: a standing that persons possess such 
that certain forms of treatment are forbidden regardless of utility, popularity, or convenience. 

Four clarifications keep the term from dissolving. 

First, dignity is not earned. If dignity depends on merit, then the weak, the ignorant, the 
dependent, the shamed, and the defeated are always in danger. A dignity that must be earned is 
not a baseline; it is a prize. 

Second, dignity is not identical to rights, though it generates rights. Rights are formalized claims 
and protections. Dignity is the reason those claims are not merely bargaining chips. One can 
imagine a legal system that grants rights for pragmatic reasons (stability, productivity) while 
withholding the deeper claim that persons are intrinsically worthy. Dignity language is the 
attempt to anchor rights in something that cannot be voted away without moral scandal. 

Third, dignity is not identical to social respect. Respect can be contingent, and it often tracks 
rank. A society can respect officers and despise prisoners; respect fluctuates with fashion and 
fear. Dignity, as used here, constrains even how we treat those we do not respect. 
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Fourth, dignity is not merely a subjective feeling. People can feel humiliated even when no 
dignity violation has occurred (because they expected deference), and people can feel fine even 
when their dignity is violated (because they have been trained to accept degradation). A purely 
psychological account cannot stabilize the moral claim. Moral dignity is about what ought not 
be done, not only what is felt. 

From these clarifications we can state a working definition: 

Dignity is the non-conditional moral standing of persons that forbids treating them as mere 
instruments, disposable burdens, or category-errors, even when doing so would serve the 
interests of the powerful or the preferences of the majority. 

This definition is intentionally constraint-shaped. Dignity is not mainly a compliment. It is a 
prohibition: it blocks certain moves. 

2.2 What “identity” means: labels, roles, membership, and narrative 

Identity is not one thing. It is a bundle of mechanisms by which humans and institutions answer: 
“Who is this?” and “Where do they belong?” That bundle has at least four layers. 

First, labels. These are the nouns and adjectives used to classify: citizen, migrant, Christian, 
atheist, conservative, liberal, disabled, gifted, criminal, respectable, risky. Labels can be self-
chosen or imposed; either way, they compress a person into a handle. 

Second, roles. These are positions in functional systems: parent, child, employer, employee, 
teacher, patient, soldier, prisoner. Roles generate obligations and permissions. They matter 
because human life requires structured expectations. A courtroom cannot function if “judge” is 
treated as a mere label. 

Third, membership. This is belonging to bounded communities: family, tribe, congregation, 
nation, party, guild, team. Membership is the social engine of loyalty and mutual aid. It is also 
the engine of exclusion. 

Fourth, narrative. Identity is not only category; it is story. People locate themselves through 
memory, aspiration, trauma, calling, shame, pride, and hope. Narrative identity answers “Who 
am I?” in a way labels cannot. It is the internal coherence layer. 

These layers interact. Labels can become roles; roles can become membership tests; 
membership can rewrite narrative; narrative can harden into labels. Institutions often prefer the 
first three layers because they are legible and enforceable. Humans often cling to the narrative 
layer because it offers meaning. Moral conflict frequently occurs when institutional legibility 
crushes personal narrative, or when personal narrative denies institutional constraints. 
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For this paper, identity is the complex of socially recognized and self-interpreted markers that 
locate a person within systems of meaning, obligation, and belonging. 

That definition allows identity to be real and powerful without making it ultimate. 

2.3 “Upstream” versus “downstream”: a functional moral model 

“Upstream” and “downstream” are not metaphysical claims; they are a functional model for 
moral reasoning. The model asks: what grounds what? What acts as the condition for the 
other? 

To say dignity is upstream of identity means: 

1. Dignity provides the moral constraints within which identities may operate. 

2. Identity may shape responsibilities and relationships, but it may not determine whether 
someone possesses basic moral standing. 

3. When identity conflicts with dignity, identity must yield. 

This can be expressed as a simple ordering: 

Dignity -> Constraints -> Institutions -> Identity categories -> Policy decisions 

The exact middle terms vary, but the idea is stable: dignity is the non-negotiable premise; 
identity is a negotiable structure. 

The reverse ordering is the danger: 

Identity categories -> Standing -> Rights -> Protection 

In that reversal, the person becomes a function of classification. Worth becomes conditional. 
And because classifications are socially produced, those in power can tune the categories to 
produce the standings they prefer. Dignity becomes a downstream output of political sorting. 

The upstream/downstream model has two practical benefits. It reveals hidden premises (Is your 
argument secretly making membership the condition for worth?) and it provides a diagnostic 
for moral failure (Where in the pipeline did we allow classification to become permission for 
degradation?). 

It also clarifies a subtle point: identities can be morally meaningful without being morally 
foundational. For example, parenthood is morally meaningful—it generates duties. But 
parenthood is not morally foundational in the sense that non-parents would therefore have 
lesser dignity. Likewise, citizenship can be administratively meaningful (who votes, who pays 
which taxes), without becoming the condition for who counts as fully human. 
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2.4 The difference between administrative lines and moral lines 

A society cannot function without administrative lines. Someone must be eligible for the exam, 
the license, the office, the benefit, the service. Lines allocate scarce goods and define 
responsibilities. But administrative lines become morally dangerous when they are treated as if 
they determine the person’s worth. 

So we distinguish: 

Administrative lines: boundaries drawn for coordination, distribution, and governance—always 
imperfect, always revisable, and justified by practical aims. 

Moral lines: boundaries that determine who counts as a person in the full sense—who may be 
used, discarded, enslaved, silenced, or killed without “real” moral cost. 

The first kind of line can be legitimate. The second kind of line is the one no human authority 
can safely own. 

This distinction explains why the dignity-before-identity claim is not a demand for anarchy. It 
does not deny the need for borders, laws, or roles. It denies something more specific: the move 
from “you are not eligible for this benefit” to “you are less worthy of protection,” or from “you 
are outside this membership” to “you are outside moral concern.” 

We can make the distinction operational through a simple test: 

If a line can be crossed by paperwork, then it is administrative. If crossing the line requires 
becoming a different kind of being—if the line says “your pain counts less,” “your death is 
easier,” “your voice is negligible”—then the line has become moral, and it has become toxic. 

Another operational test is how the line behaves under fear. Administrative lines should become 
more procedurally careful under stress, because error costs rise. Moralized lines tend to 
become more ruthless under stress, because fear demands scapegoats and simplification. 

This section’s purpose is to prevent equivocation. When critics say, “But identity matters,” we 
can agree: yes, identity matters administratively and relationally. When defenders say, “Dignity 
is absolute,” we can specify: dignity is absolute as a constraint against dehumanization and 
instrumentalization, not as a claim that every administrative distinction is unjust. The paper’s 
argument lives in that disciplined middle space: honor the reality of identity without granting it 
authority over the baseline worth of persons. 
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3. The Administrative Temptation: How States and Tribes Reorder Reality 

If dignity is upstream of identity, the central threat is not disagreement over metaphysics. The 
threat is institutional drift: the slow conversion of administrative categories into moral reality. 
Every organized community must draw lines to function, but line-drawing has a predictable 
addictive quality. Once you can classify, you can allocate. Once you can allocate, you can reward 
and punish. Once you can reward and punish, you can reshape behavior. And once you can 
reshape behavior, you can reshape what people believe is “real.” 

This is the administrative temptation: to treat the map as the territory, and then to treat the 
territory as owned by the mapmakers. The state or tribe begins by sorting for coordination and 
ends by sorting for worth. The reason this happens is not mystery; it is convenience plus power. 
A human being is complex, irreducible, and stubbornly particular. A category is simple, legible, 
and scalable. Institutions prefer what scales. 

This section tracks four linked dynamics: identity as control technology, boundary maintenance 
as political survival strategy, dehumanization as a tool for moral insulation, and conditional 
personhood as the signature failure mode when dignity is pushed downstream. 

3.1 Identity as a technology of control 

Identity categories are often described as cultural expressions—who we are, where we come 
from, what we believe. They are also tools of governance. A label makes a person legible to a 
system. Legibility is not neutral. It is the precondition for taxation, conscription, policing, welfare 
distribution, surveillance, and credentialing. Once a system can name you, it can manage you. 

Three features make identity a powerful control technology. 

First, compression. A category collapses nuance. It replaces “this particular person with a 
layered history” with “a type.” Compression is administratively efficient, but morally risky 
because it invites treating the person as if they were only the type. 

Second, predictability. Categories allow institutions to anticipate behavior and allocate 
resources without knowing individuals. This is not always malicious; it is often necessary. But 
predictability is also the basis for preemption: the step from “likely” to “we will treat you now as 
if the worst were true.” 

Third, enforceability. Once identity is tied to permissions and penalties, people begin to perform 
identity for access. They learn which labels confer safety and which labels trigger suspicion. 
Identity becomes an instrument for conformity. The system does not need to imprison 
everyone; it only needs to make the wrong identity costly. 



12 
 

This is the deeper reason “identity politics” is not merely a cultural phenomenon. When identity 
determines access, identity becomes a battlefield. People fight over naming because naming 
governs outcomes. The danger is that the struggle over labels trains everyone—rulers and 
ruled—to think that labels are destiny. The system’s categories begin to look like the moral 
order itself. 

3.2 The politics of boundary maintenance: purity, caste, citizenship 

Every community survives by maintaining boundaries. Without boundaries, there is no “we,” 
and without “we,” there is no durable cooperation. But boundary maintenance rarely stays 
practical. It tends to become moralized, and once moralized it becomes self-justifying. Three 
recurring boundary logics appear across history with different costumes: purity, caste, and 
citizenship. 

Purity logics divide the world into clean and contaminated. They may be religious, racial, 
ideological, or hygienic. The key is not the content but the structure: contamination spreads, 
and therefore separation must be strict. Under purity logic, contact itself becomes suspect. 
“They” are not merely wrong; they are defiling. This makes exclusion feel like virtue rather than 
fear. 

Caste logics rank the human world into stable hierarchies. Your birth, lineage, occupation, or 
social placement is treated as an ontological fact. Caste systems can be explicit or informal, legal 
or customary. Their political function is stability for the top and resignation for the bottom. The 
deepest insult in caste is not poverty but permanence: the claim that you are naturally fitted for 
less. 

Citizenship logics define membership in a legal-political order. Unlike purity and caste, 
citizenship can be formally universal in principle and flexible in practice. But it also contains the 
seed of the same danger: the state can treat non-citizens as “outside” the community of 
protection. In the best case, citizenship is an administrative boundary for representation and 
policy. In the worst case, it becomes a moral boundary for who counts. 

These logics often blend. Purity imagery can be applied to foreigners; caste assumptions can 
seep into citizenship; citizenship can be framed as purity. When they blend, boundary 
maintenance becomes not just governance but righteousness. And once exclusion is framed as 
righteousness, it becomes difficult to correct—because correction feels like betrayal. 

The dignity-before-identity principle is specifically a brake on boundary maintenance. It does 
not dissolve boundaries; it denies boundaries the authority to decide human worth. 
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3.3 Dehumanization as a line-drawing tool 

Dehumanization is not merely hatred; it is a social technology that makes harm easier to 
administer. It is what happens when a community needs to violate dignity without admitting it 
is doing so. Because most people retain some moral inhibition against cruelty, dehumanization 
is a tool for moral insulation: it reduces empathy, dissolves responsibility, and converts violence 
into “policy.” 

Dehumanization works by pushing the target across a moral line—often while pretending the 
line is simply descriptive. 

The mechanisms are familiar: 

Reduction to animals or vermin. The target becomes a pest problem, not a neighbor. Once in 
that frame, extermination language becomes “clean-up.” 

Reduction to disease or contagion. The target becomes a pathogen. Separation becomes “public 
health.” Violence becomes “prevention.” 

Reduction to objects or inputs. The target becomes labor, inventory, collateral damage, “units,” 
“bodies,” “flows.” When people become objects, they are managed, not honored. 

Reduction to moral monsters. The target becomes inherently evil, beyond redemption, outside 
normal moral rules. This can be partly true in rare cases of extreme wrongdoing, but the danger 
is generalization: whole groups are treated as if guilt were hereditary. 

Dehumanization is not always loud propaganda. In bureaucratic settings it is often quiet 
language: a file number, a risk score, a designation. The most dangerous dehumanization can be 
polite, procedural, and well-documented. 

Why does dehumanization matter for this paper? Because it is the practical mechanism by 
which identity becomes the gatekeeper of dignity. Dehumanization takes an identity category 
and saturates it with moral permission. Once that is done, the line can be redrawn without 
feeling like a moral revolution. It will feel like “common sense.” 

3.4 The signature failure mode: conditional personhood 

Conditional personhood is the stable pattern produced when administrative lines are allowed to 
become moral lines. It means: you are a person, but only fully so if you meet certain 
conditions—membership, purity, productivity, conformity, status, health, compliance, or 
ideological alignment. 

Conditional personhood comes in degrees, and that is what makes it so dangerous. Societies 
rarely announce it as doctrine. They implement it as gradients: 
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Full personhood: the protected, the mourned, the heard. 
Partial personhood: the managed, the discounted, the tolerated. 
Non-personhood: the disposable, the unspeakable, the ungrievable. 

You can see conditional personhood whenever a society’s grief is selective by category, 
whenever some deaths are tragedies and others are statistics, whenever some voices are 
“credible by default” and others require proof of innocence just to be heard. 

Conditional personhood also explains a recurring moral paradox: decent people can participate 
in indecent systems while feeling decent. They are not personally cruel; they are operating 
within a framework that has already downgraded the target. The system has done the moral 
work in advance. The person is simply “following policy.” 

This is why “who sets the line?” is not abstract. If the line is owned by the state, the tribe, the 
party, or the bureaucracy, then personhood becomes a policy variable. It can be tightened in 
crisis, traded in negotiations, expanded for allies, narrowed for enemies. Once personhood is 
conditional, every conflict becomes existential, because losing political battles means losing 
standing. 

The dignity-before-identity principle is a refusal to let personhood become a policy variable. It 
insists that identity can distribute roles and obligations, but it cannot distribute basic moral 
standing. The rest of the paper will show how this refusal is articulated in major historical 
lineages, how modern rights language tries to encode it, and how contemporary systems—
especially technological classification—are tempted to undo it under new names. 

 

4. The Imago Dei Lineage: Dignity Grounded Beyond Human Permission 

Among the oldest surviving formulations that place dignity upstream of identity, the imago Dei 
lineage is unusually direct. It does not begin with the state, the tribe, or the citizen. It begins 
with creation. Human worth is grounded “above” the social order, which means it cannot be 
authored by the social order. That is the structural strength of this lineage: it blocks the 
administrative temptation at the root by denying human institutions the jurisdiction to define 
who counts as fully human. 

This does not mean the tradition is free of boundary disputes. Israel’s scriptures contain intense 
boundary maintenance—purity codes, covenant markers, insider/outsider language, wars, 
expulsions, and strong identity formation. The point is not that ancient Israel never drew lines, 
but that its foundational anthropological claim places a constraint over line-drawing: there is a 
universal human reality that precedes covenant membership, and that reality carries moral 
weight because it is rooted in God’s creative act. 
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In this section, we treat imago Dei not as a slogan but as a moral architecture. We ask what it 
secures, what it prevents, and why it has repeatedly served as a launching point for later dignity 
language. 

4.1 Creation as the grounding of worth 

Creation-grounded worth begins with a reversal of typical political logic. Most societies infer 
worth from power: those who rule appear “more real,” more significant, more protected. 
Creation language inverts that. If humans are creatures, then they do not owe their worth to 
rulers who can revoke it. Worth is not a grant; it is a given. 

This grounding has several consequences. 

First, universality. Creation is not a club. It is not earned. It is not a function of merit, ethnicity, 
class, or achievement. If worth is grounded in being created, then the minimum basis of dignity 
is shared by all humans because all humans share the condition of creaturehood. The line is 
therefore not “Are you one of us?” but “Are you human?” and even that question is not decided 
by political membership. 

Second, non-derivation from utility. A creature’s worth is not identical to usefulness. A person 
who is sick, old, mentally impaired, socially marginal, or economically unproductive does not 
lose the basis of worth. This matters because the strongest administrative temptation in any 
society is to treat the dependent as burdens, and burdens as disposable. Creation language 
blocks that move by refusing to let worth be computed from contribution. 

Third, accountability of power. If worth is grounded in God’s act, then rulers are not owners. 
They are stewards under judgment. This is a political restraint embedded in theology: the state 
may administer, but it does not possess metaphysical authority over persons. 

Fourth, sacredness without divinization. Creation-grounded worth can speak of holiness—of life 
as weighty—without making humans gods. This is important because many moral failures come 
from either extreme: people treated as mere animals, or rulers treated as gods. Creation 
language denies both. 

The key point for this paper is simple: a dignity that depends on God’s creative act is, by 
definition, beyond human permission. It is not granted by identity; identity becomes 
downstream. 

4.2 Image-bearing and the prohibition on treating humans as mere means 

Imago Dei adds something more precise than “created.” It attributes to humans an image-like 
relation to God. Whatever interpretive debates surround that phrase—rationality, vocation, 
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relationality, representation—the moral function is consistent: it elevates the human being from 
a unit in a system to a bearer of a dignity that must be acknowledged. 

In practical terms, image-bearing functions as a prohibition against instrumentalization. 

Instrumentalization is treating persons primarily as tools for someone else’s project: labor 
inputs, sexual objects, political pawns, sacrificial scapegoats, or disposable obstacles. A society 
can be very “orderly” while being deeply instrumental: it can run efficiently by grinding some 
people into fuel. 

The imago Dei claim says: you cannot do that without violating something fundamental. 
Because the person bears a relation to God, the person cannot be reduced to a means, even for 
noble ends. 

This is where the dignity-before-identity claim becomes concrete. Identity categories are exactly 
what make instrumentalization scalable. “Prisoner” can become “forced labor.” “Foreigner” can 
become “cheap labor.” “Heretic” can become “legitimate target.” “Impure” can become 
“untouchable.” The image-bearing claim resists this by insisting that beneath every category is a 
bearer of divine image, and that fact constrains what categories may authorize. 

Notice what the prohibition does not do. It does not erase moral judgment. It does not say no 
one can be punished. It does not deny that roles and responsibilities exist. It says punishment 
must still treat the person as a person—answerable, not disposable; guilty, not non-human; 
restrained, not harvested. The image-bearing framework therefore pushes toward due process, 
proportionality, and an ethic of restraint. 

Even when a society fails to live by it, the imago Dei concept creates a standing critique from 
within: “We have violated our own anthropology.” That internal critique is one reason the 
lineage is historically durable. 

4.3 Covenant identity as secondary: Israel’s story and the universal human 

A common misunderstanding is to treat the Bible’s covenant identity as if it erased universality: 
“Israel is chosen, therefore only Israel counts.” But the logic of the texts is more layered. 
Covenant identity is real and intense—Israel is marked off for a vocation, a law, and a story. Yet 
the creation account sets a universal baseline first. Humanity exists before Israel, which means 
human dignity is not an Israel-only possession. 

That sequencing matters. It means that covenant can intensify obligations without becoming 
the condition of worth. Israel’s identity is not the invention of human dignity; it is a particular 
story within a universe where humans already carry weight. 

 



17 
 

This is visible in at least four ways. 

First, the narrative order: humans are created in the image of God before the covenant story of 
Abraham begins. The universal comes first; the particular comes later. 

Second, moral language about the vulnerable. Biblical law repeatedly names classes of 
vulnerable persons—widow, orphan, sojourner—and binds the community’s treatment of them 
to divine standards. Even if this is framed in covenant terms (“because you were sojourners”), 
the moral point is that vulnerability does not erase claim. In other words, those who do not 
share full membership still possess claim-worthy humanity. 

Third, prophetic critique. The prophets often indict Israel not for failing to win but for violating 
justice—especially toward the weak. This suggests that the moral order is not identical with 
tribal success; it is accountable to God’s character. 

Fourth, theological universals. The God of Israel is not portrayed as a local deity bound to one 
tribe. That broader claim supports the idea that the moral weight of humans is not bounded by 
tribal membership. 

The upshot is that covenant identity, while important, is secondary to the universal human. It is 
downstream. It can define responsibilities and communal practices, but it cannot legitimately 
authorize a downgrade of the non-covenant person into non-person. When covenant identity is 
used to justify dehumanization, it is not covenant faithfulness; it is covenant capture by the 
administrative temptation. 

4.4 The “no authority to set the line” implication 

If humans are created by God and bear God’s image, then the crucial implication follows: no 
human authority has final jurisdiction over the dignity line. The line is not ours to set because 
we did not author the worth in question. We can recognize dignity, violate it, honor it, or 
suppress it, but we cannot create it by decree. 

This yields several practical constraints that matter beyond theology. 

First, the state is limited. The state can define citizenship, but it cannot define personhood. It 
can allocate benefits, but it cannot allocate dignity. A law may fail to protect someone, but that 
failure does not erase the person’s moral claim; it indicts the law. 

Second, the tribe is limited. A community can define membership rituals and moral 
expectations, but it cannot treat outsiders as ontologically lesser. The category “outsider” is 
administrative; it must never become metaphysical. 
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Third, the majority is limited. Popularity cannot vote away dignity. If dignity is upstream, it 
constrains democratic decision-making; it is not produced by it. This is one reason modern 
rights discourse often needs a dignity premise: majorities can be cruel. 

Fourth, the self is limited. Even the person cannot fully revoke their own dignity. A theology of 
image-bearing typically implies that the suicidal, the ashamed, and the degraded remain image-
bearers even when they cannot feel it. This blocks the move where suffering becomes self-
invalidation. 

Finally, the “line” becomes a site of humility. The imago Dei lineage says: you are not God. 
Therefore you do not get to decide which humans are “real enough” to count. The moment you 
claim that power, you mimic the oldest political idolatry: rulers pretending to own what belongs 
to God. 

In the context of this paper’s broader argument, the imago Dei lineage is presented as a robust 
early answer to the administrative temptation. It does not eliminate the human urge to classify, 
but it imposes a ceiling: classifications may coordinate life, but they may not confer or withdraw 
human worth. That ceiling is exactly what “dignity before identity” means in practice, and it is 
why this lineage remains one of the most durable sources for the claim that the line is 
unowned. 

 

5. The Stoic-Ciceronian Lineage: Dignity Grounded in Shared Nature 

If the imago Dei lineage grounds dignity “above” the social order in God’s creative act, the Stoic-
Ciceronian lineage grounds dignity “beneath” the social order in a shared human nature. The 
move is not theological but anthropological and cosmological: the ultimate frame is not tribe or 
city but the cosmos, and the relevant membership is not citizenship but humanity. In that sense, 
Stoicism offers an early secular grammar for the dignity-before-identity claim—one that can 
speak across cultures because it does not require covenantal premises, even though it often 
borrows the moral seriousness that religious traditions cultivate. 

This lineage matters for two reasons. First, it introduces a moral universalism that can critique 
the parochialism of city-state identity. Second, it becomes a bridge into later natural law 
thinking in Roman and medieval contexts, and later still into modern conceptions of inherent 
dignity that try to stand on philosophical rather than explicitly theological foundations. 

Yet the lineage has limits. Stoic universalism can become abstract, and abstraction can fail to 
protect the vulnerable when power is impatient. It can also smuggle in elitism by equating 
dignity too closely with rational capacity, thereby risking the very conditionality it seeks to 
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oppose. This section therefore treats Stoicism and Cicero as a powerful but incomplete answer 
to the “who sets the line?” problem. 

5.1 The moral move from polis to cosmos 

The ancient Mediterranean world was organized around bounded communities. The polis (or 
later the Roman civic order) was not merely a government; it was the moral horizon. Who you 
were depended on where you belonged. Outsiders could be useful, dangerous, or admirable, 
but they were not automatically part of the same moral “we.” 

Stoicism disrupts that horizon. Its moral move is a widening of scale: from city to world, from 
local custom to universal nature, from parochial law to a deeper order. It says, in effect, that the 
social map is not the fundamental map. The cosmos has its own rational structure, and humans 
participate in it. 

This widening does not immediately dissolve political distinctions. Stoics did not abolish 
citizenship; they often served in public roles. But the shift changes what citizenship means. 
Membership in the city becomes a subset of membership in the human community, rather than 
the other way around. The person is not morally real because the city recognizes them; the city 
is morally accountable because persons are already morally real. 

This is the dignity-before-identity claim in philosophical form: identity as citizen is downstream 
of a more basic standing as a human participant in the cosmic order. 

The famous Stoic image of “concentric circles” captures the practical aspiration: we begin with 
the self and family, extend to community and nation, and then expand concern outward until 
strangers are treated as near. Even when imperfectly lived, that image functions as a critique of 
tribal closure. It asks the decisive question: what if your strongest obligations are not exhausted 
by your nearest identity group? 

5.2 Logos, reason, and the equal standing of rational beings 

Stoicism is often summarized as “live according to nature.” That phrase can sound vague, but its 
moral structure is clear: nature is not chaotic; it is ordered by Logos—reason, rational principle, 
intelligible structure. Humans, as rational beings, participate in Logos. Therefore humans have a 
special standing within the cosmos. 

The moral consequence is that rational beings are not merely interchangeable units in a political 
economy. They are participants in a shared rational order. This participation creates a basis for 
moral respect that is not granted by city law, class rank, or ethnic lineage. 

Here is the key step: if what matters is shared participation in reason, then the moral boundary 
is not “citizen vs. non-citizen,” but “rational participant vs. non-participant.” Since (in the Stoic 
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view) human beings are by nature rational and social, humans share a common standing. This 
common standing can ground obligations that extend beyond the polis. 

This is where Stoicism begins to speak dignity language, even if it uses different terms. It says: 
there is a kind of worth that attaches to the human as human, because the human is a bearer of 
reason and a member of the cosmic city. 

However, notice the risk: if dignity is grounded too tightly in rational capacity, then those whose 
rational capacities are impaired could be treated as less fully dignified. Stoicism often tries to 
avoid this by treating rational nature as a species-level participation rather than a performance 
metric. Still, the conceptual vulnerability remains, and later history shows how easily “reason” 
can become a gatekeeper rather than a ground. 

In the strongest reading, Stoic dignity is not “you deserve respect because you reason well,” but 
“you deserve respect because you are the kind of being made for reason and moral 
community.” That stronger reading supports equal standing across social rank. But it still 
requires careful guarding against ability-based downgrades. 

5.3 Cicero and the bridge to natural law 

Cicero is not a pure Stoic, but he is an essential transmitter. He takes Stoic moral 
cosmopolitanism and renders it into Roman legal and political vocabulary—precisely the 
domain where identity categories become enforceable. This is why Cicero matters: he builds a 
bridge from philosophical anthropology to public norms. 

The core bridging idea is natural law: the claim that there is a law-like moral order accessible to 
reason, prior to and higher than the positive laws of states. If that is true, then the state’s legal 
classifications are not sovereign over morality. They can be judged. They can be unjust. They can 
violate what is owed to persons as persons. 

Natural law thinking does two things that are crucial for dignity. 

First, it universalizes moral accountability. If moral truth is not merely local convention, then one 
cannot justify cruelty by saying “that is our custom.” Custom becomes prosecutable. 

Second, it limits sovereignty. If there is a higher law, then rulers are not ultimate. They may 
enact statutes, but statutes can fail to be law in the fullest sense when they contradict the 
deeper moral order. 

Cicero’s discussions of the fellowship of humankind, duties, and the rational basis of justice 
move in this direction. He frames moral obligation not as mere loyalty to one’s group but as 
participation in an order that binds all humans. In that sense, he supplies what the dignity-
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before-identity claim needs on the philosophical side: a reasoned argument that identity-based 
legal privilege does not define moral standing. 

This bridge becomes historically influential because it connects dignity to something institutions 
can understand: law. The moral claim is not only “humans have worth,” but “there are standards 
by which human-made law can be condemned.” 

5.4 Strengths and limits: what this lineage can and cannot secure 

The Stoic-Ciceronian lineage has real strengths as an early dignity architecture. 

Strength 1: It creates universalism without requiring a specific revealed theology. It can speak 
across boundaries, and it can be adopted by people who do not share covenantal premises. 
That makes it historically portable. 

Strength 2: It directly confronts parochial identity. By moving from polis to cosmos, it critiques 
the idea that civic membership exhausts moral concern. 

Strength 3: It provides a rational critique of unjust law. Natural law reasoning gives you a 
vocabulary for saying “legal does not mean moral,” which is essential when identity categories 
are enforced by statute. 

Strength 4: It can motivate personal ethics of self-control and restraint. Stoic discipline can 
support an ethic that refuses revenge and refuses to treat others as tools—an internal ally to 
dignity. 

But the lineage also has limits that matter for the “no one owns the line” claim. 

Limit 1: Abstraction risk. When dignity is grounded in “human nature” or “reason,” it can 
become thin—true in principle but weak in protection. Institutions can praise universal 
humanity while continuing to rank actual humans. Abstract universalism can coexist with 
concrete cruelty. 

Limit 2: Rationality gate risk. If dignity is tied to rational capacity too tightly, it becomes 
conditional again. The vulnerable can be downgraded as “less rational,” and the powerful can 
portray themselves as “more rational,” reintroducing hierarchy under philosophical cover. 

Limit 3: Stoic accommodation to empire. Stoicism can critique local parochialism while still 
fitting comfortably inside imperial order. A universal “cosmic city” can be used to sanctify an 
empire’s self-image, turning universalism into a story the powerful tell about themselves. 

Limit 4: Weak account of the scandal of particularity. The imago Dei lineage anchors dignity in 
the particular person as image-bearer under God’s care. The Stoic lineage can sometimes sound 



22 
 

like it is respecting “humanity” more than it respects concrete humans—especially the 
inconvenient ones. This is not necessary, but it is a recurring failure mode in reception. 

So what can this lineage secure? It can secure a powerful critique of identity-based moral 
exclusion, and it can help build a secular-legal vocabulary for universal standing. What can it not 
secure by itself? It cannot guarantee that the vulnerable will be treated as non-negotiable 
bearers of dignity under all social pressures. It needs supplementation—either by thicker moral 
anthropology, stronger institutional commitments, or a deeper prohibition against 
instrumentalization than abstract rational universalism typically provides. 

In the overall argument of this paper, the Stoic-Ciceronian lineage functions as a second pillar: a 
philosophical route to dignity-before-identity that can stand alongside the imago Dei route. The 
two together illuminate the same moral insight from different angles: the line of human worth 
cannot be safely owned by the polis, because the human exceeds the polis—whether by being 
made in God’s image or by belonging to a moral order wider than any city’s permission. 

 

6. Convergence and Tension: Theology and Philosophy in the Same Room 

By the time “dignity” becomes modern political vocabulary, it is rarely a pure product of one 
lineage. The language of inherent worth arrives through convergences: creation-grounded 
anthropology meeting reason-grounded anthropology; prophetic moral critique meeting natural 
law; covenantal restraints meeting cosmopolitan aspirations. The convergence is real: both 
lineages are trying to prevent the same civilizational crime—turning persons into category-
bound instruments. Yet the tension is also real: the foundations differ, and the differences 
matter, especially when societies try to enforce universal claims in messy, pluralistic life. 

This section is not about reconciling everything into a single bland synthesis. It is about learning 
how the two streams can sit in the same room without either swallowing the other. The imago 
Dei lineage offers thickness: a dignity that is not earned, not computed, and not owned by 
human authority. The Stoic-Ciceronian lineage offers portability: a dignity articulated in terms of 
shared nature and reason, capable of traveling across theological boundaries and into legal 
institutions. Together they form a powerful moral alliance—if they can avoid two symmetrical 
failure modes: dignity becoming too abstract to protect anyone, and identity becoming too 
sacred to let anyone in. 

6.1 Two foundations, one moral intuition 

Start with the shared intuition: there is something about a human being that cannot be reduced 
to membership, rank, or utility. That “something” constrains what is permissible, even when 
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power can get away with more. Both lineages insist that the human stands in a relation that 
exceeds civic classification. 

But they explain that excess differently. 

Theological foundation: the human is a creature of God and bears God’s image. Dignity is 
grounded in a relation to the Creator that no human institution can confer or revoke. The moral 
claim is thick: to violate the human is to violate a divine imprint, not merely a social contract. 

Philosophical foundation: the human participates in a rational moral order (nature, Logos, 
natural law). Dignity is grounded in shared human nature, knowable by reason and therefore 
not dependent on a particular revelation. The moral claim is portable: it can be argued in public 
across diverse beliefs. 

The convergence is this: both foundations deny that the state, tribe, or majority owns the 
dignity line. They refuse to let positive law become ultimate. 

The tension is this: the theological account can be accused of being sectarian (what if one 
rejects its premises?), and the philosophical account can be accused of being thin (what if 
reason is co-opted by power or redefined to exclude?). In other words, each foundation solves 
one problem while inviting another. Recognizing that symmetry helps avoid cheap victories. 

A practical way to see the convergence is to ask: what must be true for the dignity principle to 
resist capture? It must be anchored beyond the institutions that most want to redraw it. 
Theology anchors it beyond human authority by placing it in God. Philosophy anchors it beyond 
local authority by placing it in universal nature/reason. Different anchors, same civilizational 
restraint. 

6.2 Universalism without flattening difference 

Universal dignity is often criticized as flattening: “If everyone is the same in dignity, then 
differences of history, harm, and culture vanish.” This objection is partly justified because 
universalism can be wielded as an eraser. But the eraser is not the principle; it is a misuse. 

We need a disciplined universalism—one that keeps dignity upstream while still allowing 
difference to be real, morally relevant, and politically actionable. 

Two clarifications help. 

First, equal dignity does not imply identical roles or identical obligations. A child and an adult 
have equal dignity but different capacities and duties. A judge and a defendant have equal 
dignity but different roles. Universalism at the dignity level can coexist with differentiated 
responsibility at the identity level, as long as identity does not become a permission structure 
for degradation. 
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Second, equal dignity does not imply equal innocence or equal contribution. Dignity is not a 
claim that everyone is equally good. It is a claim about what may not be done even to the guilty. 
A society that cannot preserve the dignity of the guilty has no stable barrier against eventually 
degrading the innocent. 

So difference can be honored without becoming moral gatekeeping. This yields a useful pattern: 

Dignity universalism: the baseline standing that cannot be withdrawn. 
Identity particularism: the concrete histories, cultures, injuries, and memberships that shape 
responsibility, repair, and meaning. 

The danger is confusing the levels. When someone says “universalism,” they may mean “no one 
gets to talk about history.” That is flattening. But the dignity principle itself does not require that 
move. It requires only that history not be used to declare some humans outside the circle of 
moral regard. 

A society can, in principle, say both: “Every person has inherent dignity,” and “Our histories are 
different, our injuries are asymmetric, and repair requires particular attention.” That is not 
contradiction; it is layered moral reasoning. 

6.3 When dignity becomes abstract and loses protection 

The philosophical lineage’s great strength—portability—contains its chief danger: abstraction. 
When dignity is framed as a high-level property of “humanity,” it can float above concrete lives. 
People learn to praise “human rights” while ignoring the human in front of them. Institutions 
learn to adopt dignity language as branding while building systems that crush dignity as 
procedure. 

There are at least three ways abstraction drains protection. 

First, dignity becomes rhetorical ornament. It decorates speeches and declarations while never 
touching enforcement, budgets, or practice. The word “dignity” becomes a halo around policies 
that remain purely instrumental. 

Second, dignity becomes a property of the collective, not the person. “Humanity is precious” 
can coexist with treating actual humans as expendable “for humanity.” This is one of the oldest 
moral tricks: sacrifice the particular for the abstract universal, then call the sacrifice noble. 

Third, dignity becomes contingent on an idealized human. When the philosophical ground is 
“reason,” people begin to imagine the dignified human as the competent, articulate, 
autonomous agent. The dependent, impaired, traumatized, or incoherent person is then treated 
as a defective specimen—still “human,” but less fully. The abstraction quietly imports a 
performance standard. 
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When dignity becomes abstract, it becomes administratively weak. It cannot resist the 
“emergency” language of politics because it has not been translated into concrete constraints: 
due process, proportionality, non-discrimination, protections for the unpopular, and 
institutional habits of restraint. Abstract dignity without downstream safeguards is a beautiful 
roof with no walls. 

This is where the theological lineage often provides ballast. “Image-bearing” is harder to float 
away, because it speaks of persons, not merely humanity. It speaks of each human as already 
having weight before the system arrives. It is a thicker claim that can generate stronger 
prohibitions against instrumentalization. 

But theology can also become abstract in its own way—when it becomes mere doctrine rather 
than lived restraint. So the point is not to romanticize either stream. It is to recognize a shared 
vulnerability: any dignity claim, if not translated into enforceable constraints and embodied 
habits, becomes a ceremonial phrase. 

6.4 When identity becomes sacred and starts excluding 

If abstract dignity is one failure mode, sacred identity is the other. Sacred identity means the 
group’s markers become ultimate: the tribe, the nation, the party, the church, the race, the 
class, the ideological purity test. Once identity is sacred, exclusion becomes holy work. 
Dehumanization becomes devotion. Boundary maintenance becomes righteousness. 

This can happen in explicitly religious settings: covenant language can be twisted into 
superiority, purity into contempt, chosenness into entitlement. It can also happen in secular 
settings: ideology becomes soteriology; political identity becomes salvation; dissent becomes 
heresy; opponents become pollutants. The structure is the same even when God-language is 
absent. 

Sacred identity produces predictable effects: 

1. The moral circle shrinks. Care is reserved for insiders; outsiders become instruments or 
threats. 

2. Critique becomes betrayal. Any attempt to correct injustice is treated as disloyalty to the 
group’s story. 

3. The line becomes absolute. Crossing it is not error but contamination; restoration is 
impossible. 

4. Violence becomes cleansing. Harm is reframed as purification, defense, or necessary 
sacrifice. 
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This is the administrative temptation in its most spiritualized form: the group’s identity is not 
merely a coordination tool; it is the ultimate reality that defines who is worthy of protection. 

The imago Dei lineage, when faithful to its own premises, is a direct rebuke to sacred identity. It 
says: God’s image precedes your tribe. Your tribe does not own the image. Your tribe is 
accountable to the God whose image it did not author. 

The Stoic-Ciceronian lineage, when faithful to its own premises, also rebukes sacred identity. It 
says: you are a citizen of the cosmos before you are a citizen of the city. Your local membership 
does not exhaust your moral obligations. 

Yet both can be captured. Theology can be captured by tribalism; philosophy can be captured by 
empire. Sacred identity is a parasite that can feed on any moral system by declaring itself the 
highest good. 

So the convergence and tension can be summarized as a two-sided warning. If you universalize 
without thickness, dignity floats away and fails to protect. If you thicken identity without 
restraint, identity becomes sacred and excludes. The work of a dignity-before-identity ethic is to 
keep dignity concrete enough to constrain real life, and to keep identity meaningful enough to 
sustain community without becoming a gatekeeper of worth. 

This prepares the ground for the next step: how these lineages are later codified in modern 
“inherent dignity” language, why that language emerged with urgency after industrialized 
dehumanization, and why it remains fragile whenever institutions regain the ability to redraw 
personhood as policy. 

 

7. The Modern Codification: “Inherent Dignity” and the Post-War Settlement 

The modern world did not invent the intuition that some things must never be done to human 
beings. What it did invent—under extreme pressure—was a new kind of public language meant 
to survive pluralism, survive bureaucracy, and survive the state’s recurring tendency to redraw 
the moral boundary. “Inherent dignity” became a deliberately foundational phrase: a claim 
placed at the top of the legal-moral stack, intended to make the dignity line non-negotiable 
even when institutions are powerful, populations are frightened, and categories are politically 
useful. 

This codification is often treated as obvious in hindsight. It was not. It was an emergency 
architecture built from rubble: a way to say, in the most universal terms available, that no 
regime, no majority, and no administrative system can legitimately convert human beings into a 
disposable class. 
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7.1 Why modernity needed explicit dignity language 

Modernity needed explicit dignity language because older, implicit restraints failed under 
modern conditions. In premodern societies, moral limits were often enforced through a thick 
fabric of shared religion, custom, local face-to-face accountability, and relatively low 
administrative reach. Cruelty existed, sometimes at horrifying levels, but it was usually 
constrained by friction: distance, limited state capacity, limited communication, and the 
humanizing effect of proximity. 

Modernity altered the operating environment. 

First, modern states became legibility machines. They could count, classify, register, conscript, 
tax, surveil, and standardize at scale. The administrative category became the primary interface 
between person and power. When that interface is a category, the temptation to treat people as 
“cases” becomes structural rather than exceptional. 

Second, modernity produced mass society. Individuals were increasingly mediated by 
institutions rather than personal relationships. When moral judgment is mediated, it can be 
outsourced. People can participate in harm without feeling like agents of harm, because the 
harm is “policy.” 

Third, modernity intensified ideological competition. When political visions present themselves 
as total explanations of reality, dissenters are not merely opponents; they are threats to the 
world’s meaning. The urge to purify the social body rises, and with it the readiness to demote 
entire populations into “enemy categories.” 

Fourth, modernity intensified pluralism. With multiple religions and philosophies sharing public 
space, moral claims needed a vocabulary that could be offered as public reason rather than as 
sectarian decree. A dignity claim that only one camp can affirm does not function as a stable 
civilizational restraint. 

So explicit dignity language served two functions at once: it was a moral alarm and a political 
bridge. It tried to name a universal constraint in a world where older shared foundations were 
contested, and where the state had new powers to violate persons while calling it 
administration. 

7.2 Dignity as a response to industrialized dehumanization 

The phrase “industrialized dehumanization” points to a specific modern horror: cruelty not as 
sporadic excess, but as organized production. Dehumanization became systematic, professional, 
documented, and routinized. It could be performed by clerks, engineers, doctors, lawyers, and 
managers—people whose self-image was not “violent,” but “competent.” 
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Three modern innovations made this possible. 

First, bureaucratic fragmentation. When harmful outcomes are produced by many small actions 
distributed across departments, no single actor experiences the full moral weight. Each step 
looks “reasonable.” The person disappears into a file. Moral responsibility dissolves into 
procedure. 

Second, scientific and pseudo-scientific classification. When identity categories are framed as 
biological or historical necessity—race science, eugenic logic, “fitness,” “degeneracy,” 
“contagion,” “inferior stock”—the downgrade of persons can be presented as rational hygiene 
rather than cruelty. The line becomes “objective,” and therefore harder to challenge. 

Third, technological scaling. Transportation, communication, industry, and weaponry allowed 
harm to be executed rapidly and massively. The physical labor of cruelty could be delegated to 
systems. Killing and degradation could be made efficient, and efficiency can anesthetize 
conscience. 

“Inherent dignity” is a direct answer to this complex. It says: even when classification looks 
scientific, even when policy looks procedural, even when the public is afraid, there remains a 
prior fact about the person that blocks the downgrade. It tries to prevent the most dangerous 
moral inversion of modernity: the claim that because a system can do something at scale, it 
therefore may. 

The post-war settlement did not assume that people would suddenly become virtuous. It tried 
to embed a floor into the international moral vocabulary. The floor was the claim that human 
worth is inherent, not conferred by membership, usefulness, ideology, or state permission. In 
other words, modern dignity language was a hard-won attempt to keep dignity upstream in a 
world where identity categories had become lethal. 

7.3 Human rights as downstream implementation 

If “inherent dignity” is the premise, human rights are the implementation layer. The dignity 
claim by itself is not enough, because modern harm is concrete, institutional, and repeatable. A 
premise must be translated into constraints that can be taught, monitored, litigated, and 
enforced. 

Rights do that translation by turning “what must never be done” into explicit prohibitions and 
by turning “what must be protected” into explicit claims. Rights are not a replacement for 
dignity; they are the downstream machinery that tries to make dignity operational. 

This downstream translation has several recognizable features. 
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First, rights specify protected domains. Dignity becomes concrete in prohibitions against slavery, 
torture, arbitrary detention, and other direct forms of treating humans as instruments or as 
disposable matter. 

Second, rights specify equality of standing. If dignity is inherent, then the law may not treat 
identity categories as grounds for unequal moral status. This does not eliminate all legal 
distinctions; it forbids distinctions that function as disguised personhood downgrades. 

Third, rights specify due process and accountability. Modern harm often hides inside procedure. 
Rights respond by demanding fair procedures, transparent reasons, and mechanisms for 
challenge and appeal. Procedural guarantees are not bureaucracy for its own sake; they are an 
anti-dehumanization technology. 

Fourth, rights specify freedoms that protect moral agency. If persons are not mere means, they 
must have room to think, speak, worship, assemble, and participate. These freedoms do not 
solve moral disagreement; they prevent power from declaring disagreement itself to be a non-
person condition. 

Fifth, rights specify a minimal welfare floor in many post-war frameworks. This is an attempt to 
prevent dignity from being reduced to a purely negative liberty while leaving persons to be 
crushed by structural deprivation. The idea is not that comfort equals dignity, but that certain 
forms of extreme vulnerability make dignity easy to violate. 

In a clean architecture, the layers look like this: dignity is the non-negotiable premise; rights are 
the constraints; institutions are the enforcement mechanisms; and culture is the habit that 
sustains the whole stack. The post-war settlement tried to build at least the first two layers in a 
language that could travel. 

7.4 The persistent gap: declarations versus enforcement 

The dignity-and-rights architecture has a recurring weakness: it can be declared faster than it 
can be enforced. The gap between aspiration and enforcement is not a footnote; it is the 
battlefield where dignity either remains upstream or is pushed downstream again. 

Several forces drive the gap. 

First, sovereignty and power. States resist external constraint, especially when they believe their 
security or legitimacy is at stake. Dignity language can be affirmed publicly while ignored 
privately, because enforcement requires leverage, and leverage is unevenly distributed. 

Second, geopolitics. International enforcement often collides with alliances, rivalries, and 
strategic interests. The same violations can be treated differently depending on who commits 



30 
 

them and what enforcement would cost. This inconsistency is not merely hypocrisy; it is a 
structural weakness that teaches regimes they can bargain with dignity. 

Third, institutional capacity. Rights are not self-executing. Courts, investigators, free press, civil 
society, and oversight bodies require resources and political space. Where institutions are weak, 
rights remain paper. 

Fourth, emergency elasticity. Crises—war, terror, economic collapse, pandemics—create 
political permission for governments to narrow protections. The public often accepts the 
narrowing because fear rewrites priorities. Emergency is the classic solvent that dissolves 
upstream dignity into downstream identity sorting. 

Fifth, moral fatigue and bureaucratic drift. Over time, dignity language can become ceremonial. 
Institutions learn to perform compliance while hollowing out substance. The system learns to 
speak “dignity” while building pipelines that treat people as cases. 

This persistent gap creates a temptation: to treat dignity as mere rhetoric and to retreat to pure 
realism. But realism without dignity is simply the administrative temptation wearing a confident 
face. The more disciplined response is to acknowledge the gap as the normal condition of moral 
life in modernity, then ask what designs reduce it: clearer constraints, stronger institutions, 
transparency, and a culture trained to recognize when administrative categories are being used 
as permission slips for dehumanization. 

The post-war settlement, at its best, is not a claim that the world became moral in 1948. It is a 
claim that modernity learned—through catastrophe—that dignity must be said out loud, placed 
at the top of the stack, and translated into enforceable constraints. The work remains 
unfinished because the forces that redraw the line never disappear. They only change their 
vocabulary. 

 

8. The Identity-First Drift in Contemporary Culture 

The modern dignity project tried to place a floor beneath politics: dignity first, then rights, then 
policy. Contemporary culture often reverses that order without admitting it. It does so not by 
rejecting dignity in principle, but by redefining its practical meaning. Dignity is increasingly 
treated as something mediated by identity: you possess standing insofar as your identity is 
legible, affirmed, ranked as deserving, or protected by a coalition. In this drift, the moral circle is 
no longer anchored in “the human as such,” but in “the human as recognized.” And recognition 
is a social resource that can be granted, withheld, traded, and weaponized. 

This drift has multiple causes: the real histories of exclusion that made recognition urgent; the 
rise of mass media and social platforms that reward signaling; the substitution of cultural victory 
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for institutional repair; and the psychological need for belonging in an atomized society. None of 
these causes are trivial. But the resulting moral architecture is unstable. When dignity is 
downstream of identity recognition, personhood becomes a function of social power—precisely 
the administrative temptation in a new costume. 

8.1 When identity becomes the gatekeeper of moral concern 

Identity-first moral concern shows up when the primary question is not “What is owed to a 
human being?” but “Which group is this person in, and what is the moral status of that group?” 
The human arrives already filtered through a category lens. 

This can happen on any side of any political divide. It does not belong to one ideology; it 
belongs to a structure. The structure is: 

1. Determine identity. 

2. Assign moral weight by identity. 

3. Allocate empathy, outrage, protection, and credibility accordingly. 

In an identity-first frame, moral attention becomes conditional. Some harms are instantly 
legible; others are dismissed, minimized, or reinterpreted as deserved. Some voices are trusted 
by default; others must perform innocence, compliance, or ideological alignment to be heard. 
The “line” is not stated as a line of personhood, but it functions like one. 

A key marker is asymmetry of moral imagination. If you cannot imagine the suffering of an 
outgroup as morally serious without first “qualifying” it, identity has become the gate. Another 
marker is selective skepticism. If evidence standards change depending on which identity is 
speaking or which identity is accused, the moral compass is not dignity; it is alliance 
management. 

This dynamic is seductive because it feels like justice. It often begins as a corrective: people who 
were historically unseen demand visibility. That demand can be righteous. The drift occurs when 
visibility becomes the condition of worth—when the moral order is reorganized around whose 
identity is socially approved rather than around the non-negotiable dignity of persons. 

8.2 Moral inflation: “people like us” as the primary compass 

Moral inflation is what happens when moral language becomes a competitive currency rather 
than a shared constraint. In identity-first cultures, moral claims are frequently used to signal 
belonging: “I am one of the good ones.” The group’s moral vocabulary becomes a badge, and 
badges are policed. 
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“People like us” then becomes the primary moral compass. Not explicitly, not always 
consciously, but structurally. The group’s instincts become the standard of good; dissent 
becomes suspect; outsiders are interpreted through the worst-case lens. 

This produces several distortions. 

First, compassion becomes tribal. Empathy is lavished on those who confirm the group’s story 
and rationed to those who threaten it. The moral circle shrinks precisely when it claims to 
expand. 

Second, outrage becomes performative. The goal is not to repair harm but to prove alignment. 
Repair is slow and ambiguous; performance is fast and legible. 

Third, moral language escalates. If everyone is trying to prove they are good, the standard of 
goodness ratchets upward. Nuance becomes betrayal. Mercy becomes complicity. Patience 
becomes weakness. The result is an environment where people compete to occupy the highest 
moral ground, even if that ground requires dehumanizing the “wrong” people to maintain. 

Fourth, human beings become tokens in status games. Victims become props; perpetrators 
become symbols; complex cases become memes. The very persons whose dignity the discourse 
claims to protect are reduced to narrative functions. 

Moral inflation is not merely annoying. It is the cultural mechanism by which dignity is quietly 
traded for identity performance. Dignity says: the person matters regardless of how useful they 
are to our story. Moral inflation says: the person matters insofar as they serve the story. 

8.3 The backlash cycle: identity absolutism and counter-absolutism 

Identity-first drift predictably generates backlash. When one faction absolutizes identity—
treating group narratives as unquestionable and moral standings as group-assigned—another 
faction responds by absolutizing its own identity or by rejecting identity talk entirely. The cycle 
is: 

Identity absolutism: our group is the moral center; outsiders are threats. 
Counter-absolutism: your group talk is tyranny; our group will fight back. 

Each side experiences itself as defending truth and freedom. Each side increasingly treats the 
other as beyond moral regard. The moral line hardens. 

This backlash cycle is not symmetrical in historical context, but it can become symmetrical in 
structure. Both sides start doing the same thing with different content: assigning dignity by 
affiliation. 

The tragedy is that both moves are reactions to real fears. 
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Identity absolutism often arises from real histories of denial: “We were unseen; recognition is 
survival.” 
Counter-absolutism often arises from real experiences of coercion: “We are being forced to 
speak and think in sanctioned ways; dissent is punished.” 

Both fears can be legitimate. But the cycle turns destructive when neither side retains a dignity-
first constraint. Without that constraint, politics becomes a battle over who gets to redraw 
personhood. The winners will call it justice; the losers will call it persecution. Either way, the 
moral floor is no longer stable. 

In this environment, the dignity principle becomes increasingly hard to maintain because it 
demands something that feels intolerable to tribal conflict: it demands that the opponent 
remain a person. Not merely a legal person, but a moral person—someone whose degradation 
is off-limits even when they are wrong, even when they are dangerous, even when they are 
hated. 

That demand is precisely what the backlash cycle wants to dissolve, because dissolving it makes 
victory easier. 

8.4 The quiet erosion: dignity reduced to recognition politics 

Perhaps the most subtle contemporary failure mode is the reduction of dignity to recognition. 
Recognition matters. Being misrecognized or erased can be deeply harmful. But when dignity is 
defined primarily as recognition—being affirmed, being seen, being validated—then dignity 
becomes socially conferred. And socially conferred dignity is not upstream; it is downstream. 

This reduction reshapes moral life. 

First, it makes dignity dependent on audience. If dignity requires recognition, then those 
without cultural visibility are structurally vulnerable. The unseen become less protected. 

Second, it makes dignity dependent on conformity to recognized scripts. If your identity is not 
legible in approved terms, you may be denied recognition. Your dignity becomes conditional on 
speaking the right language, adopting the right narrative, or belonging to the right coalition. 

Third, it moves moral energy from restraint to affirmation. Dignity, classically, is a restraint 
principle: “Do not degrade; do not instrumentalize; do not dehumanize.” Recognition politics 
can invert that: the primary moral act becomes verbal affirmation and symbolic performance. 
Restraint still matters, but it becomes secondary to recognition rituals. 

Fourth, it relocates the dignity line into the very arena most vulnerable to capture: social power. 
If dignity is what the group recognizes, then the group owns the line. That is exactly the “no one 
has authority to set the line” violation, translated into contemporary terms. 
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The quiet erosion is quiet because it can feel compassionate. It uses the vocabulary of care. But 
it changes the architecture. Instead of dignity constraining identity struggles, identity struggles 
become the mechanism that distributes dignity. The moral floor becomes the product of 
cultural victory. 

A dignity-first ethic does not reject recognition; it disciplines it. It says: recognition is a good, but 
it is not the ground. You recognize dignity; you do not manufacture it. And if someone is denied 
recognition, their dignity does not diminish; the denial indicts the recognizers. 

That is the difference between a moral order where dignity is upstream and a moral order 
where dignity is a trophy. The contemporary drift tends toward the trophy model. The work of 
this paper is to recover the floor model: a dignity that remains non-negotiable even when the 
culture is fractured, even when identities are contested, and even when recognition is 
weaponized. 

 

9. Technology as a New Line-Drawer 

The modern state was the first great line-drawer at scale, but contemporary technology has 
intensified the process and changed its texture. The old line-drawing was often visible: papers, 
checkpoints, uniforms, courtrooms, and explicit categories in law. The new line-drawing is 
frequently invisible, continuous, and automated. It happens inside databases, models, 
dashboards, and “scores.” The person meets power through an interface, and the interface 
increasingly speaks in the language of classification. 

This is not inherently sinister. Large societies require systems. The danger is structural: when 
classification systems become fast, ubiquitous, and authoritative, they begin to function as 
moral adjudicators even when they are framed as “mere tools.” In practice, they can decide who 
is trusted, who is heard, who is eligible, who is watched, who is punished, who is protected, and 
who is treated as a problem to manage. 

Technology becomes a new line-drawer because it offers institutions something irresistible: 
scalable judgment. But scalable judgment is precisely how dignity gets pushed downstream. The 
central question returns with new urgency: who sets the line, and by what authority? In 
technological regimes, the line is often set by proxies: engineers, vendors, policy teams, training 
data, optimization targets, and institutional incentives. That diffusion does not eliminate 
responsibility; it hides it. 

9.1 Bureaucracy at scale: IDs, databases, and eligibility regimes 

The baseline technological line-drawing is identity infrastructure: IDs, registries, databases, and 
eligibility regimes. These systems are often justified as neutral coordination mechanisms, and to 
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a degree they are. You cannot distribute benefits, manage public safety, run elections, or 
administer health systems without records. 

But identity infrastructure has a moral hazard: when the database becomes the person. 

Three dynamics drive this hazard. 

First, substitution. The system cannot see the whole person, so it substitutes a record. The 
record becomes the authoritative self. If the record is wrong, the person’s reality can be 
ignored. This is how administrative error becomes existential: “The system says you do not 
exist,” or “The system says you are ineligible,” or “The system says you are someone else.” 
Dignity is threatened not by malice but by the system’s inability to admit that the person 
outruns the record. 

Second, eligibility as moral sorting. Many regimes are framed as eligibility rules: who qualifies 
for assistance, who qualifies for housing, who qualifies for asylum, who qualifies for disability, 
who qualifies for voting access, who qualifies for parole. Eligibility is necessary. But it becomes 
morally dangerous when the denied person is treated not as “ineligible for this specific good” 
but as less worthy of attention, credibility, or protection. The system’s boundary quietly 
becomes a dignity boundary. 

Third, administrative capture. When eligibility regimes are built under political pressure, 
categories are shaped by incentives: reduce costs, deter applicants, prioritize “deservingness,” 
minimize risk to the agency, avoid bad headlines. The line-drawing becomes less about fair 
allocation and more about institutional self-protection. Dignity suffers because the vulnerable 
become adversaries of the system rather than claimants within it. 

Identity infrastructure therefore needs a dignity constraint: the person must retain standing 
even when the system cannot place them cleanly. A system that cannot handle “edge cases” is 
not merely inefficient; it is morally hazardous, because “edge case” often means “human 
complexity.” 

9.2 Algorithmic classification and “model-made personhood” 

Algorithmic systems extend line-drawing from static categories to dynamic predictions. Instead 
of simply recording who you are, they infer what you might do, what you might cost, how you 
might behave, and whether you are “risky.” They do this at scale, with apparent objectivity, and 
with the seduction of precision. 

This is where “model-made personhood” becomes a live problem. “Personhood” here does not 
mean philosophical status in the strict sense. It means practical standing: the set of ways a 
system treats you as a full participant versus a managed object. 



36 
 

In many contexts, models now shape that standing: 

Credibility. Whose reports are believed? Whose claims are flagged as suspicious? 
Access. Who gets approved? Who is filtered out? Who is routed to higher friction? 
Attention. Who gets human review? Who is handled by automation? 
Opportunity. Who is shown the job ad, the loan offer, the apartment listing? 
Punishment. Who is targeted for enforcement? Who is placed under enhanced scrutiny? 

The model does not announce “this person has less dignity.” It simply changes the pathway: 
more friction, fewer options, less human hearing, more surveillance, more presumption of guilt. 
Over time, these pathways become a de facto caste system: not hereditary by blood, but 
hereditary by data shadow. 

Three features make algorithmic classification especially dangerous for dignity. 

Opacity. Many models are not explainable in a way that the affected person can contest. When 
you cannot understand the rule that judged you, you cannot appeal it. You are not treated as a 
moral agent; you are treated as an input to optimization. 

Proxy drift. Models often learn proxies for protected traits even when those traits are excluded. 
Zip code becomes race; purchase history becomes health; social graph becomes ideology. The 
system reintroduces identity-based sorting under a veneer of neutrality. 

Feedback loops. Once classified, you are treated differently, and that treatment changes your 
future data, which reinforces the classification. The system manufactures the evidence that 
justifies itself. 

Model-made personhood is the administrative temptation refined: not “you are an outsider,” 
but “you are a risk profile.” Not “you are impure,” but “you have a high probability score.” Not 
“you are unworthy,” but “the model says no.” The moral line is not argued; it is computed. 

9.3 Risk scoring, surveillance, and the return of conditional dignity 

Risk scoring is the point where dignity is most likely to become conditional again, because risk 
logic invites preemption. Preemption is tempting: “If harm is likely, act now.” But preemption 
can quickly become moral downgrade: treat the person as if the worst is already true. 

Surveillance intensifies this. When people know they are watched, they change behavior. That 
can be framed as deterrence, but it also changes the moral relation between person and 
institution. The person is no longer primarily a citizen or neighbor; they are a suspect-in-waiting. 
A dignity-first society must be extremely cautious about normalizing suspicion as a default 
posture. 
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The return of conditional dignity appears in several predictable ways. 

Presumed guilt by score. Instead of “innocent until proven guilty,” it becomes “risky until proven 
safe.” The burden shifts to the person to prove they are not the model’s story. 

Differential privacy of the self. Some classes of people are granted privacy as a normal right, 
while others are treated as legitimate surveillance targets by default. Privacy becomes a 
privilege of the trusted identity profile. 

Automation of exclusion. Risk scores justify invisible fences: denied access, extra screening, 
extra paperwork, slower service, fewer appeals. The person is not openly humiliated; they are 
quietly trapped in friction. 

Normalization through safety rhetoric. Once risk scoring is framed as safety, objections sound 
irresponsible. “Do you want people to get hurt?” becomes a solvent that dissolves dignity 
constraints. But safety rhetoric can be used to justify nearly any expansion of power. 

The central danger is that risk regimes can recreate the old caste logic without admitting it. The 
caste marker becomes data. The priest becomes the model. The ritual becomes compliance 
with the system’s demands. And the person learns that their standing is conditional: they are 
“fully included” only when their score is low. 

9.4 A design rule: systems must not be allowed to decide who counts 

The paper’s central thesis yields a concrete design rule for technological societies: 

No system may be given final authority to determine moral standing or personhood-like 
practical status. Systems may assist decisions, but they must not own the dignity line. 

This design rule can be made actionable through four sub-rules. 

Sub-rule 1: Preserve a human appeal path with real power. If the system denies or downgrades, 
there must be a way to contest that decision to a human authority who can override the 
system. “Human in the loop” is meaningless if the loop is decorative. 

Sub-rule 2: Require legible reasons, not merely scores. People must be able to understand what 
triggered a denial or downgrade in terms that allow correction and challenge. Otherwise the 
person is treated as an object, not an agent. 

Sub-rule 3: Ban dignity-sensitive proxies. Some decisions are too dignity-laden to automate at 
scale: decisions that determine liberty, bodily integrity, family unity, or fundamental access to 
survival goods. Even when automation seems efficient, the dignity cost can be catastrophic. 
Efficiency is not a sufficient moral reason. 
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Sub-rule 4: Design for graceful failure and humility. Systems must be built to admit uncertainty, 
defer when confidence is low, and avoid punitive escalation when data is messy. The system 
must never treat “unknown” as “guilty.” 

Behind these sub-rules is a deeper posture: technological humility. A model is not an oracle. A 
database is not a soul. A score is not a moral verdict. Systems are tools for administration, not 
engines for allocating human worth. 

This is how the paper’s theme returns in contemporary form. The old question was “who sets 
the line?” The new question is “what system sets the line, and who is accountable for it?” A 
dignity-first society insists that the line remains unowned by both rulers and models. It 
demands that the person remain morally prior to the classification—even when classification is 
fast, statistical, and convenient. 

 

10. A Practical Moral Test: How to Tell Whether Dignity Is Still Upstream 

A theory of dignity is only as good as its performance under stress. The slogans are easy: “all 
humans have dignity,” “everyone deserves respect,” “human rights are universal.” The harder 
question is operational: when the system is afraid, impatient, polarized, or technologically 
mediated, does dignity still constrain what people do? Or has dignity quietly become 
downstream—something granted to the approved and withheld from the disfavored? 

This section offers a practical moral test suite. These are not perfect proofs; they are stress 
tests. Each test asks whether a principle is truly upstream (a constraint on how we treat persons 
regardless of identity) or merely rhetorical cover for an identity-based allocation of concern. The 
tests are designed to be usable by institutions and by ordinary readers: they can be applied to 
laws, policies, technologies, media practices, and even personal habits of judgment. 

10.1 The reversal test: would the principle still hold if roles flipped? 

The reversal test is the simplest detector of disguised tribalism. It asks: if the roles were 
reversed—if “my people” became “their people,” if I were the one labeled suspicious, if my 
family were the ones at the checkpoint—would I still endorse the principle? 

This test targets a common moral trick: universal language with partisan application. People will 
say “fairness” while meaning “advantage,” “safety” while meaning “control,” “merit” while 
meaning “our network,” “law and order” while meaning “our enforcement,” “justice” while 
meaning “our revenge.” Role reversal strips these euphemisms of comfort. 
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A dignity-first principle should survive reversal because dignity is not a reward for being on the 
right side. If your moral stance collapses the moment you imagine yourself as the one being 
excluded, then your stance was not anchored in dignity; it was anchored in identity. 

The reversal test also reveals whether a policy is secretly a dignity-downgrading machine. If a 
rule is acceptable only when applied to “them,” but intolerable when applied to “us,” it is likely 
violating the upstream constraint. The “acceptable only for them” pattern is often the signature 
of dehumanization in polite clothing. 

Importantly, reversal is not about pretending history is symmetric. Some contexts are not 
symmetric. The test is not “would the outcomes be equal?” It is: would the moral constraint still 
be recognized? Would you still insist on due process, humane treatment, proportionality, and 
the right to appeal? If not, dignity has become conditional. 

10.2 The weakest-case test: does it protect the least popular person? 

The dignity principle is most meaningful at the margins: for the person no one wants to defend. 
The weakest-case test therefore asks: does the system protect the least popular person—
someone seen as ugly, dangerous, guilty, alien, or ideologically repellent? 

If your framework only protects the sympathetic, it is not a dignity framework; it is a sympathy 
framework. Sympathy is valuable, but it is unstable and easily manipulated. Dignity is meant to 
be stable precisely when sympathy fails. 

The least popular person changes by culture and moment. It might be the criminal, the 
dissenter, the addict, the migrant, the alleged enemy collaborator, the person accused of moral 
taboo, the person who speaks in the “wrong” register, the person whose very existence triggers 
disgust. The test is not whether such a person is good. The test is whether they remain human 
in our handling. 

In institutions, this test becomes painfully concrete. Do prisons preserve humane conditions? 
Do courts preserve fair hearings? Do media avoid mob dynamics? Do welfare systems treat 
claimants as liars by default? Do hospitals treat the uninsured or stigmatized with the same 
care? Do police and security systems presume guilt by profile? Do algorithms impose invisible 
penalties with no appeal? 

A dignity-first order will look like this: it can punish wrongdoing without degrading personhood, 
it can restrain threats without erasing the threatened person’s standing, it can name evil 
without making cruelty feel holy. A dignity-downstream order will look like this: it will allow 
humiliation, denial of basic needs, and procedural cruelty as long as the target is unpopular 
enough. 
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The weakest-case test therefore distinguishes moral seriousness from moral fashion. If your 
ethic cannot pass this test, it will fail precisely when society is most tempted to redraw the line. 

10.3 The power test: who benefits from moving dignity downstream? 

The power test asks the question that polite moral discourse often avoids: who gains when 
dignity is made conditional? Because there are almost always beneficiaries. 

When dignity moves downstream, someone gets to decide who counts. That decision-making 
power can be used to stabilize authority, suppress dissent, reduce costs, enforce conformity, 
and manage optics. In other words, moving dignity downstream is rarely a philosophical 
accident; it is a political opportunity. 

So the power test looks for asymmetry of advantage. 

Who gets fewer constraints on how they treat others? 
Who gets easier enforcement? 
Who gets to label opponents as unworthy? 
Who gets to reduce obligations toward the vulnerable? 
Who gets to silence criticism by declaring it disloyal or dangerous? 

In many cases, the beneficiaries are institutions: states, parties, corporations, bureaucracies. But 
beneficiaries can also be tribes: social coalitions, identity blocs, ideological movements, online 
mobs. Any group that can set the moral tone can benefit from making dignity conditional, 
because conditional dignity allows punishment by category rather than by proved action. 

This test also applies to technology. Who benefits from opaque scoring? Often it is the 
institution that wants automation, liability shields, cost reduction, and risk minimization. The 
person who is denied remains unseen; the institution appears “efficient.” That is a beneficiary 
structure. 

A dignity-first ethic treats beneficiaries with suspicion—not because all power is evil, but 
because all power is tempted. “Who benefits?” is the sober question that prevents moral 
language from being used as a mask for domination. 

10.4 The repair test: can the system admit error and restore standing? 

The repair test is the most practical of all. It asks: when the system harms someone unjustly, can 
it admit error, correct itself, and restore the person’s standing in a meaningful way? 

A dignity-first order will build repair into its architecture because it expects fallibility. It knows 
categories are imperfect. It knows institutions can be cruel. It therefore designs for confession, 
correction, and restitution. Repair is a dignity practice because it treats the harmed person as a 
person whose standing matters enough to restore. 
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A dignity-downstream order will resist repair because repair threatens authority. If your 
standing is conditional and conferred by the system, then admitting error undermines the 
system’s aura. Such systems prefer denial, delay, and procedural exhaustion. They make it so 
costly to appeal that only the strong can do it. That is how conditional dignity becomes stable: 
the weak cannot fight the machine. 

The repair test has several concrete indicators: 

Accessible appeal. Can an ordinary person challenge a decision without elite resources? 
Transparent reasons. Can the person understand what went wrong? 
Timely correction. Does repair occur before irreparable harm compounds? 
Restoration of standing. Does the person regain access, reputation, and rights, not merely a 
private apology? 
Institutional learning. Does the system change to prevent recurrence, or does it repeat the 
harm? 

Repair is also cultural, not just legal. In a dignity-first culture, admitting error is not shameful; it 
is honorable. In a dignity-downstream culture, error is weaponized, so institutions hide it and 
individuals double down. That cultural posture determines whether dignity remains upstream 
under pressure. 

Taken together, these tests form a practical diagnostic. If a society passes them, dignity is likely 
still upstream: it constrains power, protects the unpopular, survives role reversal, and enables 
repair. If a society fails them, then regardless of its slogans, dignity has become downstream: 
granted to insiders, computed by systems, withheld from the disfavored, and difficult to restore 
once lost. 

These tests also prepare the next section’s objections. Many people will argue that such 
constraints are naïve, that identity and power are unavoidable, that safety requires hard lines. 
The reply is not to deny reality, but to insist on a deeper realism: a society that cannot keep 
dignity upstream will eventually treat everyone as conditional—because the line-drawing power 
never stays politely limited to the original targets. 

 

11. Objections and Replies 

The claim “dignity is upstream of identity” provokes resistance because it demands restraint 
precisely where politics and institutions prefer flexibility. It says: you may classify, but you may 
not convert classification into a moral downgrade. That demand collides with real pressures: 
scarcity, fear, cultural conflict, and the administrative need to make decisions at scale. The 
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objections below are therefore not merely academic; they are the predictable arguments 
societies use when they want to keep the option of conditional personhood on the table. 

The replies aim for disciplined realism. They do not deny that identity is real, that theology 
matters, that history matters, that citizens have special obligations to one another, or that rights 
matter. They deny the one move that turns all of those truths into a permission slip for 
dehumanization: the move that makes dignity conditional on identity. 

11.1 “Identity is real; dignity talk is naïve” 

Objection: Identity is not a fiction. People really do belong to groups, carry histories, and live 
inside loyalty networks. Any attempt to treat “humanity” as the primary category is sentimental 
and politically useless. In practice, groups defend their own. Dignity talk sounds like moral 
daydreaming. 

Reply: The dignity-first claim does not deny that identity is real. It denies that identity is 
ultimate. The argument is not “stop classifying” but “do not let classification decide moral 
standing.” That is not naïve; it is a hard-won civilizational constraint. 

A society cannot function without identity layers: family, profession, citizenship, faith, culture. 
But the moral danger is to let these layers determine who counts as a person whose 
degradation is forbidden. The dignity principle exists precisely because identity is real and 
powerful. It is a safety rail designed for a train that actually moves. 

If anything is naïve, it is the assumption that identity-based moral concern can remain stable 
and limited. Once a society makes dignity conditional on identity, it must continually police 
identities, because moral standing becomes a scarce resource. That produces endless conflict 
and escalating exclusion. Dignity talk is not naïve; it is an attempt to keep politics from 
becoming a battle over personhood. 

A practical check: When identity becomes the gatekeeper, the line always expands. Today’s 
excluded group becomes tomorrow’s broader category. The tool used against outsiders 
becomes usable against dissenters. The “naïve” position is to believe the line-drawing power 
will stay politely confined. 

11.2 “Dignity is just theology dressed up” 

Objection: “Dignity” is religious language smuggled into public discourse. It’s basically the imago 
Dei claim repackaged. In a pluralistic society, we cannot ground politics in theology. Therefore 
dignity is not a legitimate foundation. 

Reply: Some dignity arguments are explicitly theological. Others are not. The modern “inherent 
dignity” formulation was built precisely to be usable across pluralism, drawing on multiple 
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lineages. Even if theology historically influenced dignity language, that does not make the claim 
invalid. Many moral insights have multiple genealogies; public reason often inherits them 
without requiring everyone to affirm the same metaphysics. 

More importantly, the objection confuses origin with function. Dignity’s function in public ethics 
is to place a non-negotiable constraint above administrative categories. Whether one grounds 
that constraint in God, in shared human nature, in moral realism, or in prudential lessons 
learned from catastrophe, the practical point is the same: no institution may own the dignity 
line. 

If one insists that only non-theological reasons count, one still needs an answer to the 
administrative temptation. A purely procedural democracy does not solve the problem, because 
majorities can dehumanize. A purely utilitarian calculus does not solve it, because utility can 
justify sacrificing the few. Something like dignity is needed to say: there are limits even when 
power is popular and efficiency is tempting. 

So the choice is not “theology or nothing.” The choice is “a moral constraint that blocks 
conditional personhood” versus “a system where personhood is a policy variable.” In practice, 
pluralistic societies adopt dignity language not because they all agree about God, but because 
they need a shared prohibition against the worst human moves. 

11.3 “Universal dignity erases difference and history” 

Objection: Universal claims are flattening. They ignore the asymmetry of oppression and the 
particularity of cultures. Saying “we’re all equal” can be used to silence complaints and avoid 
repair. Universal dignity becomes a tool of the powerful to demand “move on.” 

Reply: This is a critique of misuse, not of the dignity principle itself. Universal dignity does not 
deny historical difference; it denies the moral move that turns difference into a warrant for 
degrading persons. In fact, universal dignity is what makes historical critique morally intelligible: 
it supplies the baseline by which oppression is recognized as wrong. 

The correct structure is layered: 

1. Universal dignity: no one falls below the moral floor. 

2. Historical particularity: harms, responsibilities, and repair needs are uneven. 

3. Justice and repair: policy must address asymmetry without converting any group into 
non-persons. 

Universal dignity is not an alternative to history; it is the moral reason history matters. Without 
a shared floor, “oppression” becomes merely “our group lost.” With a shared floor, oppression 
becomes “a violation of what persons are owed.” 
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The danger the objection points to is real: people can weaponize universalism to refuse repair. 
The remedy is not to abandon dignity; it is to refuse flattening uses of it. A dignity-first ethic can 
insist both: “No one is outside moral concern” and “some have been systematically denied that 
concern and require concrete repair.” 

11.4 “Only citizens can be fully protected—be realistic” 

Objection: States exist to protect their citizens. Resources are limited. Security demands 
boundaries. It is unrealistic to expect a state to treat non-citizens with the same priority. Full 
protection is a privilege of membership. 

Reply: There is a difference between differentiated obligation and conditional dignity. A state 
can legitimately prioritize certain services for citizens—voting rights, some benefits, some forms 
of representation—without treating non-citizens as less human or as outside basic protections. 

The dignity-first claim is not “a state owes identical goods to everyone.” It is “a state may not 
treat non-citizens as if their degradation is permissible.” Basic protections—humane treatment, 
due process, proportionality, freedom from torture and arbitrary violence—are dignity 
constraints, not membership perks. 

“Be realistic” often functions as a rhetorical bridge from scarcity to cruelty. Scarcity can justify 
triage; it cannot justify dehumanization. A border can regulate entry; it cannot morally license 
treating people as vermin, as permanent suspects, or as disposable labor. 

And realism cuts both ways: when states normalize cruelty toward non-citizens, they train 
themselves in cruelty. The practices used at the margins migrate inward. Surveillance, 
presumption of guilt, and procedural humiliation are not stable at the border. They become 
domestic tools. If you want realism, note the historical pattern: once you permit conditional 
dignity for outsiders, you create the machinery that eventually conditions dignity for insiders 
too. 

So yes: citizenship matters for political membership. No: citizenship must not be allowed to 
become the dignity line. 

11.5 “Rights are enough; dignity adds nothing” 

Objection: We already have rights. Dignity is vague and metaphysical. It invites moralizing and 
judicial activism. Just enforce rights and forget dignity. 

Reply: Rights are indispensable, but rights require a grounding premise. Without dignity (or 
something functionally equivalent), rights become a negotiated convenience—granted when 
useful, withdrawn when costly. Dignity is the claim that makes rights non-optional. 

Practically, dignity also does work rights alone struggle to do. 
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First, it unifies rights. Rights lists can feel like arbitrary inventories. Dignity provides coherence: 
the rights exist to prevent treating persons as mere means and to preserve their standing as 
moral agents. 

Second, it guides interpretation in new cases. Technology, medicine, and social change 
constantly create situations the original rights framers did not foresee. Dignity functions as a 
compass when the list is incomplete. 

Third, it blocks cynical compliance. Institutions can satisfy the letter of a right while violating its 
spirit through humiliation, friction, or procedural cruelty. Dignity names the spirit: treat the 
person as a person, not as a nuisance to manage. 

Fourth, it sustains moral motivation. Rights language can become legalistic. Dignity language 
reminds societies why rights matter: because humans are not tools. 

Yes, dignity can be abused as a vague rhetorical weapon. The answer is not to discard it, but to 
discipline it—tie it to the upstream/downstream model and to concrete tests: reversal, weakest-
case, power, and repair. When dignity is treated as a constraint rather than a slogan, it adds 
exactly what rights need: a stable moral floor that cannot be quietly reclassified away. 

Taken together, these replies defend the paper’s central thesis against the most common 
escapes. Identity is real, but it is downstream. Theology is one foundation, not the only one. 
Universalism must be layered with history, not used to erase it. Citizenship structures 
obligations, not personhood. Rights implement dignity, but they need the upstream premise to 
remain non-negotiable. The core refusal remains: no human institution—whether tribe, state, 
majority, or system—has authority to set the line of who counts. 

 

12. Conclusion: The Line Must Remain Unowned 

This paper has argued for a simple ordering rule with large consequences: identity may organize 
life, but it must never govern worth. Societies cannot function without categories, roles, 
memberships, and narratives. Yet the moment those identity structures become the gatekeeper 
of moral standing, the society has reopened the oldest door to civilized cruelty: conditional 
personhood. The claim that “dignity comes before identity” is therefore not a sentimental 
aspiration. It is a civilizational safety constraint—an insistence that no human authority, 
whether state, tribe, majority, or algorithmic system, can be trusted to own the line of who 
counts as fully human. 

We traced two durable lineages that converge on this constraint. The imago Dei lineage grounds 
dignity beyond human permission: humans bear a worth derived from creation, not from 
membership. The Stoic-Ciceronian lineage grounds dignity in shared nature: humans participate 
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in a moral order wider than any polis. These lineages converge in modern “inherent dignity” 
language and post-war rights frameworks. Yet we also examined their fragility under 
contemporary pressures: identity-first cultural drift and technological line-drawing that converts 
persons into scores, risk profiles, and eligibility artifacts. The tests offered in Section 10 were 
meant to keep the argument operational: reversal, weakest-case, power, and repair. 

The conclusion is not that line-drawing ends, but that one line must remain unowned: the line 
of basic human standing. 

12.1 Restating the thesis: identity serves; dignity rules 

Identity serves. It serves coordination, belonging, responsibility, and meaning. It is the 
architecture of social life. It can be beautiful: a language, a liturgy, a family name, a civic story. It 
can also be dangerous: a weaponized label, a purity test, a caste marker, a suspicion filter. 
Identity is unavoidable; therefore it must be disciplined. 

Dignity rules. Not in the sense that dignity is a policy preference, but in the sense that dignity is 
a constraint that sits above policy. Dignity says: there are moves you may not make against a 
person, even when those moves are popular, efficient, or strategically convenient. Dignity 
forbids treating humans as mere means, disposable burdens, or category-errors. It forbids 
converting administrative boundaries into moral downgrades. 

When we say “identity serves; dignity rules,” we are naming a hierarchy: 

• Identity answers: Who are you among us? 

• Dignity answers: What may we never do to you, regardless of the answer? 

This hierarchy is what prevents the administrative temptation from becoming the moral order. It 
keeps the state from turning record-keeping into person-making. It keeps tribes from turning 
belonging into holiness and outsiders into contaminants. It keeps ideologies from turning 
disagreement into heresy and heresy into non-personhood. It keeps technologies from turning 
probability into verdict. 

12.2 What is gained: moral stability amid tribal churn 

A dignity-first moral architecture yields a rare kind of stability. It does not eliminate conflict, but 
it stabilizes the floor beneath conflict. 

First, it makes politics less existential. If your opponent remains a person, then losing an election 
does not mean losing your humanity. The temptation to treat politics as war decreases when 
the stakes are bounded by dignity constraints. 
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Second, it protects the vulnerable against mood swings. Cultures change quickly; outrage cycles 
move faster than law; social media turns attention into a storm. A dignity-first stance insists that 
the unpopular still retain standing even when the crowd is hot. 

Third, it supports pluralism without cynicism. In pluralistic societies, citizens do not share all 
metaphysical beliefs. Dignity provides a shared restraint: we can disagree deeply without 
authorizing degradation. That restraint is the condition for peaceful difference. 

Fourth, it creates a clearer moral language for institutions. Bureaucracies need rules. Dignity 
provides a north star for rule-making: design systems that preserve human agency, allow 
appeal, avoid humiliation, and resist turning categories into destinies. 

Fifth, it supports repair. A culture that treats dignity as upstream can admit error without 
collapse. If dignity is not a reward, then restoring standing is not a threat to the system’s 
legitimacy; it is proof of moral seriousness. 

In short, what is gained is not utopia, but a stable moral floor that reduces the frequency and 
intensity of dehumanizing drift. 

12.3 What is risked: the perpetual temptation to exclude 

The risk is constant because the temptation is constant. The temptation to exclude does not 
require villains; it requires incentives. 

Scarcity tempts exclusion: “We can’t help everyone.” 
Fear tempts exclusion: “We must be safe.” 
Anger tempts exclusion: “They deserve it.” 
Tribal loyalty tempts exclusion: “Protect our own.” 
Efficiency tempts exclusion: “The system must scale.” 
Ideology tempts exclusion: “They threaten the good.” 

Every one of these pressures can be real. The dignity-first claim is not that pressure is fake; it is 
that pressure is not permission. 

The deepest risk is that exclusion becomes ordinary. It becomes procedural, polite, and data-
driven. The line is redrawn quietly: through eligibility friction, through credibility filters, through 
surveillance targets, through algorithmic risk scores, through “emergency” exceptions that 
never end. When exclusion becomes ordinary, the culture forgets that it is drawing a moral line 
at all. That is the most dangerous condition: when dignity is not explicitly denied, only silently 
displaced. 

And the risk is not confined to the excluded. Conditional dignity metastasizes. A society that 
learns to downgrade “them” eventually discovers that it can downgrade “us,” especially when 
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crisis, dissent, or inconvenience arise. The machinery of exclusion does not stay at the margins. 
It migrates inward. 

So the conclusion’s warning is plain: the line-drawing impulse never disappears; it only searches 
for moral justification. A dignity-first culture must therefore remain alert, especially when its 
own side feels righteous. 

12.4 Forward work: case studies and a disciplined Reference section 

The argument now needs concrete testing. Forward work should focus on case studies where 
the dignity line is most pressured, because those cases reveal whether the principle is real or 
ceremonial. 

Suggested case study families include: 

• Border and asylum systems: Where administrative eligibility collides with the dignity 
constraint, and where fear rhetoric is strongest. 

• Criminal justice and prisons: Where the “least popular person” test becomes 
unavoidable. 

• Public health emergencies: Where “safety” can dissolve due process and normalize 
surveillance. 

• Welfare and disability systems: Where dependency is often treated as suspicion, and 
where paperwork can erase persons. 

• Algorithmic decision systems: Credit, hiring, housing, policing, content moderation—
where model-made pathways become a new caste. 

• Online moral economies: Cancellation, pile-ons, reputational death, and the conversion 
of people into symbols. 

Each case study can be analyzed with the Section 10 test suite: reversal, weakest-case, power, 
and repair. The aim is not merely critique, but design: identify institutional practices that keep 
dignity upstream even under load. 

Finally, the paper requires a disciplined Reference section that draws from primary sources in 
the two lineages, major post-war documents articulating “inherent dignity,” and contemporary 
scholarship on bureaucracy, dehumanization, surveillance, and algorithmic governance. In 
keeping with the paper’s house rule, those references will be compiled at the end as a distinct 
section, without in-line citations in the expansions above. 
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The final word is the same as the first, now sharpened: societies will always draw lines. But one 
line must never be theirs to draw. The line of human worth must remain unowned—because 
the moment it is owned, it will be used. 
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