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Abstract: Religious, philosophical and legal traditions search
for common grounds for dialogues. International conventions
use universal terms for breaking barriers, settling issues
and building bridges. In such attempts, the concept of
human dignity seems to play a vital role. Human dignity is the
foundation and the constituent of human rights of equality,
justice and peace. So the author explores human dignity in
Islam. The understanding of the noble concept of dignity
can be a powerful tool to educate one's own followers for
promotion of equality and justice as well as o create bridges
between followers of different religions for world peace and
harmonious living together. Upholding intrinsic dignity and
fundamental equality can change the world. Human dignity is
a word that has the tremendous power to unite the world.
Dialogues between religions must go on and human dignity is
a good theme for dialogues and initiatives to uphold human
rights and promote a better world to live in peace and
harmony.
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Noel Sheth hails from a family whose members belong
to many religions. Noel was an ardent promotor of dialogue
with peoples and religions for peace in the world. He spent
his life for interreligious academia. His death in Bogota/
Colombia during a conference was sudden, sad and shocking
that prevented our meeting in Frankfurt. We never know
that we would never meet. Death puts definitely an end to
our physical existence but memories remain. Convictions
in life after life and resurrection console us and keep our
bond of relationships and friendships eternal. Significant
persons continue to inspire us through their word and deed
even beyond death. In honour of such a noteworthy human,
my professor, mentor, colleague and friend Prof. Dr. Noel
Sheth SJ, I dedicate my article on human dignity in Islam.
Human dignity is a theme dear to him in his efforts to
building bridges between peoples, cultures and religions.

Religious, philosophical and legal traditions search for
common grounds for dialogues. International conventions
use universal terms for breaking barriers, settling issues and
building bridges. In such attempts, the concept of human
dignity seems to play a vital role. Human dignity is the
foundation and the constituent of human rights of equality,
justice and peace. The Greco-Roman philosophies exalted
human rationality that accounted for human dignity and
equality. Judeo-Christian traditions saw humans as the
images of God and plead for inviolability of human life and
for equal respect. Immanuel Kant grounded human dignity
deriving from freedom, rationality and capacity for moral
reasoning and thus promoted autonomy and equality. It
appears almost self-evident that the intrinsic human dignity
underlines a basic equality. Yet, there have been wars
between peoples and nations. In the age of biotechnology,
humans have been also at times used as biomaterials. The
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dehumanizing, tragic Nazi incident has driven international
bodies to return to human nature and human dignity to
safeguard human species. Since the World War 11, there has
been a growing awareness of fundamental human dignity
and equality of all people despite differences of gender, race
or religion. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR), despite differences of distinctive anthropologies
and debated philosophies, has succecded to establish a
common understanding with a universal appeal of human
dignity in protection of humanity.

In the present time, there are clashes within Islam due
to many extremist attitudes of some groups. In the context
of the horrible killings by the Islamic State of Iran Syrian
(ISIS), it appears that human rights paradigms are out of
picture in Islam. War and violence thrcaten pcople and
destroy world peace. In the wake of increasing violence by
such Jihadi groups in the name of religion, it is more than
a mere academic quest to understand the concept of human
dignity in Islam in order to prevent tragedies and promote
understandings. Does Islam advocate and promote human
rights at all? Let us first fathom the concept of dignity in
Islam and see whether there are universal human rights on
the basis of this God-given dignity.

Everything in Islam depends on the allegiance to the will
of Allah. God’s majesty, and faith and submission to God are
the pivotal pillars of Islam. Islam did not have a systematic
system of human right paradigms like Judeo-Christian
traditions which had a historical process of judging human
actions in the light of the ten commandments and two great
commandments of love that ground for human rights. The
concept of human dignity does not seem to be familiar to
Islam as in Judeo-Christian tradition, as the idea of image of
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God is not explicitly found the Qur’an. The transcendence
of God in sharp contrast to human beings is constantly
emphasized in the Qur’an, Islamic traditions and theology.
These things might invite us rather to think that the idea of
human dignity is foreign to Islam. That is not the case.

Islam stresses the moral clement in human nature, which
has the dignity as a creature of God first and as a believer
second. To submit to the one God is essential to complete
human nature (fitrar al-insan) itself, that is why faith (iman)
and servitude (ibada) arc what dignify humans. Human
condition (fitra) is enhanced by the faith in one God (Allah)
through the natural religion (ajlah) which is Islam, thus
dignity of human consists in the natural submission to God,
whom the creation of humans stands in the first place in his
entire creation. Obligation is primary in Islam and it is in
the fulfilment of obligations that individuals acquire rights.
The dignity of humans is only in relation to God. Humans
are primarily God’s creature.

1. Two Kinds of Human Dignity

In order to understand the right to human dignity
in Islam, we need to first know the meaning and kinds of
dignity in Islam itself. Dignity may mean many things:
honour, great, respect, purity from corruption and an art
of perfection. There are two kinds of dignity attributed to

humans in Islam according to Allama Mohammad Taqi
Dschatfari:

(1) An innate and natural dignity that all humans
possess. Unless humans deliberately deceive or
commit a crime against themselves or others and
thereby reject their own dignity, they are in possession

¢ this valuabl lity: (0) Tl ‘< a hisher dieni
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acquired through the attainment of values, and the
use of talents and positive abilities in human nature,
and through means of development, perfection and
goodness: this dignity is acquirable and desired
willfully. The ultimate and outstanding human value
pertains precisely to this dignity and greatness.

1.1. The Natural Dignity

The natural innate dignity which is not acquired is the
one that God awards to every human being. Many verses
of the Qur’an and legal traditions speak of this dignity.
Islamic scholars and experts primarily refer to the Qur’an to
provide a proof for human dignity: “And We have certainly
honored the children of Adam and carried them on the
land and sea and provided for them of the good things and
preferred them over much of what We have created, with
[definite] preference” (al-Isra: Q 17:70). This Qur’anic
verse substantiates quite distinctively that God elevated
the sons of Adam (humans) in their nature and placed them
above other creatures. On account of this indisputable and
decisive reason, humans must recognise the greatness of
honour for each other as a right and be committed to this
right.

Kamali says that the text [al-Isra Q 17:70] is self-evident
and comprehensive in its recognition of dignity for all
human beings without limitations or qualifications of any
kind. According to al-Alusi (d. 1270/1854), “everyone
and all members of human race, including the pious and
the sinner, are endowed with dignity, nobility and honour,
which cannot be exclusively expounded and identified. Ibn
‘Abbas, the Companion of the Prophet Muhammad famed
for his Qur’anic exegesis, has commented, however, that

pr—
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God Most High has honoured mankind by endowing him
with the faculty of reason.” Dignity is the right of every
human being regardless of colour, race or religion. It is
established for every human being as of the moment of
birth and it is the natural and absolute right of every one.
Mustafa al-Siba‘l, Abd al-Hakim Hasan al-Ili, Ahmad Yusri
and Sayyid Qutb attempt to inform the world that human
dignity is not a privilege of a few, but belongs to pious
or of ill-repute, Muslim or non-Muslim. The children of
Adam are honoured not because of any specific status but
for the very fact that they are human beings. Thus, dignity
is not earned by any human effort or meritorious conduct;
it is purely an endowment of God’s favour and grace upon
every human being.

The origin of this natural dignity exists in the relationship
between God and humans: “And when I have proportioned
him and breathed into him of My [created] soul, then fall
down to him in prostration” (al-Hijr: Q 15:29) and “so
the angels prostrated — all of them entirely” (al-Hijr: Q
15:30). God created humans valuable with a precious grace
that even angels fall down before them in adoration. The
source of this human greatness consists of characteristics,
powers and talents. Through proper use of these gifts in
an honest search for a reasonable life, humans appropriate
this specification of a valuable and elevated dignity and
greatness. On account of human greatness, two important
rights emerge: the right to life and the right to the natural
dignity that humans are obliged to uphold mutually. Hence,
everyone is obliged to respect the right to dignity of the
other, who has not forfeited the dignity in oneself or other
through fraud or crime. The right to life and the right to
dignity are given equal credence. In the Islamic view, human
greatness remains intact even after death and no one has the
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right to violate the natural dignity. The natural dignity is not
earned by or exchanged for money either, as Masada ibn
Sadaqa explains it through an incident:

The head of the faithful, Imam Ali (a.) sent 5 Wasagq
(ca. 50 Kilo) dates to a man who was gencrous and
magnanimous and never expected anything from the
head of the faithful or others. Someone told the head
of the faithful: “I swear before God, that he has not
requested nothing from you. It would be perhaps |
Wasaq enough.” But the Lord spoke: “God would not
like to increase people like you in the society of the
faithful. I donate but you show greed. [ swear before
God. if I do not give him what he hopes from me
(personally or from the treasury), unless he asks me
for, and I have given him nothing unless for a price
that [ have received from him, then I have purchased
him to sell his dignity. It means that I have forced him
to exchange his dignity for 5 Wasaq dates and his face
that casts unto the Earth in honour of his and my God.

There is no better evidence than this record for the
human dignity and honour. Such traditional evidences
make it clear that we will not be in a position to defend
the right to life and the obligation to respect the human
dignity, when we consider the human life as mere natural
phenomenon without any proof of the supernatural level.
It is the supernatural, divine power that make human life
intrinsically worthy and valuable. This natural dignity
is present in every human being and continues to remain
intact even after death.

There are many more affirmations of the dignity of
humans in the Qur’an and Sunnah that clearly state that
humans are elevated to the dignified status of God’s beloved
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children and hence, there is a basic unity and equality of
humanity. In the eyes of the Creator, everyone is precious and
dignified, thus man as God’s vicegerent (khilafah) on earth
has to treat each other with mutual respect. The Qur’anic
declaration on human dignity prompted Weeramantry to
express that the Qur’an gives the foundation that dignity is
intrinsic to the personality of every individual so that “no
regime, however powerful, could take it away from him”
and “provides the basis of modern doctrines of human
rights.” Mutual recognition of human rights springs forth
from the equal right to human dignity.

1.2. The Higher Dignity

The higher dignity is above the natural dignity that
is also common and available to all humans. The higher
dignity is based on the values of fear of God and piety: “O
mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female
and made you people and tribes that you may know one
another. Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of Allah
is the most righteous of you. Indeed, Allah is Knowing and
Acquainted” (al-Hujurat: Q 49:13). A literal translation of
the last sentence sounds better: The most esteemed of you
is the one who 1s the most God-fearing.

Although the children of Adam are endowed with
so many powers, talents and virtues, when they refuse to
respect human rights, they go astray and become ignorant,
ungrateful and hardhearted. It reveals that the most blessed
God has only made the prerequisites for securing values,
greatness and honour in humans. This means that all positive
powers and talents that God has conferred on humans are
necessary for dignity and honour and are essential in order
to acquire the right to dignity. It does not mean that humans

e —
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will be in possession of noble nature and higher dignity in
all occasions and under all conditions. When a human being
has lust. deceit, corruption and self-centeredness, and uses
the powers and talents for unclean purposes, certainly such
a human being does not have the right to dignity and noble
nature. When one acts against life, greatness and freedom
of others, s/he becomes guilty to be reprimanded and
punished in defense of the rights of others to life, greatness
and freedom.

Muhammad ibn Dschafar Agba tells about the head of
the communities, Imam Ali (a.) and speaks in a preaching
in praise of them: “O People, the Prophet Adam (a.) had
neither male nor female slaves. All humans are born free,
though God has entrusted the responsibility of some people
on some others.” [t follows from this fact that the tradition
proves the absence of slavery in Islam and the common
greatness and digntiy of humanity is brought forward as
the basis for freedom, nobility and sincerity. Allah loves
every righteous person. The Qur’an says, “Allah does not
forbid you from those who do not fight with you because
of religion and do not expel you from your homes - from
being righteous toward them and acting justly toward them.
Indeed, Allah loves those who act justly” (al-Mumtahanah:
Q 60:8). Muhaddis Qummi wrote down a tradition on
human greatness in Safinat-ul-Bahar:

Hussein ibn Khalid says that he told Imam Reza
(a.): Oh, son of the Prophets, the Prophet of God be
blessed, man says that God has created Adam in his
image. Is this correct? Imam Reza replied that God
would destroy those who omit the beginning of the
tradition. The tradition is this: The great Prophet
passed by, while two men were fighting with each
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other. One said to the other: ‘God has formed your
face and the face of those who are similar to you,
uglily.” The great Prophet spoke: ‘Slave of God.
do not speak so wickedly. God, the blessed and the
majesty, has crcated Adam similar to his face.’

Using the gifts of God, if one does to act rightfully
and righteously, there is a chance for losing this higher
dignity. The right to higher dignity as well the respect
for this right to the higher dignity from others can be
removed when onc acts against the nobility, the worth and
the greatness of humans. Apart from God, both natural as
well as higher dignity do not exist. They are purely gifts of
God, in a sense, natural dignity is endowed upon humans
cternally and higher dignity is to be earned by individuals
using powers, talents and virtues given by God.

2. The Right to Dignity

No individual or a society can claim the right to life
for themselves, if they do not respect the right of others
to dignity. The right to dignity is not merely a question of
demanding respect from others, but it is equally against
violation and humiliation. It has both positive and negative
elements. Although ignorance does not forfeit the right to
dignity of the ignorant person, it should not become the
cause for violation and humiliation of the right to dignity
of others. Ignorance can be a cause for not acknowledging
the right to dignity of oneself and others, but ignorance of
rights should never be a justification for violation of rights.

Discussing philosophies of various political theories
and schools, for example, of Hobbes and Machiavelli
that dichotomise the human society on the one hand, and
the values, dignity and respect of human nature for the
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proclamation of human rights on the other, Dschafari poses
the question: when a thinker or a school asserts that all
humans are equal in the use of right to human digntiy and
honour, and that there exists no difference between humans,
is it justifiable of a spiritual order that keep Moses, Jesus
and Mohammad on par with Pharaohs, satans and gold
worshippers without any difference? He tends to believe
that every legal, cultural, political and ethical consideration
on equalization of criminals, executioners, enemies of
rights and truth with rest of the society is a harm to the
human digntiy. Making a comparison between two verses
of the Qur’an, Dschafari claims that there is a difference in
the nobility (al-Isra: Q 17:70) of the persons with different
ranks in the order of the higher dignity while all humans
without exception are equally conferred with the natural
dignity (al-Hujurat: Q 49:13).

3. The Ranks of Dignity

In the view of Islam, it is clear that all humans are
inherently in possession of the natural digntiy. However,
in the practical world they are supposed to use the powers,
talents and virtues in order to lead a righteous, dignified life.
In the development of human life, there are different ranks
corresponding to the reach of individual humans. This rank
depends upon the ability and nobility of the person. This
higher dignity is an achievement in human developmental
stages. In the moral-legal normative realm, this dignity is
highly influential. A human being, although inherent with
the natural dignity, can go astray and consequently may
lose the acquired ranks of higher dignity.

Dschafari lists the ranks of this dignity: (1) The pecople
in the first rank are in their primary developing states who
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are not yet reached the level of understanding principles
and laws as foundations for life. They possess the external
shell of human life with unused spiritual capacities and
personality in the status of a seeds that are sown in the
field of their being. They live with factors of natural and
social environment and natural requirements of material
dimension. The proof for digntiy for the natural creation
of humans is found not only in the Qur’an (al-Isra: Q
17:70) but also in the traditions. This dignity is natural and
intrinsic to all humans as members of the family of God.
(2) A human being, who during the stages of development
of his personality recognizes his fellow humans as equal,
bases his life on principles and laws, is harmony with life
of others and considers pleasures, pains, usefulness and
dignity of others as in oneself, feels obliged to respect the
status of others on account of principles and laws, has the
higher dignity in addition to the natural dignity. (3) When
a person develops himself in the path of perfection and
acts not only with reason and conscience but also out of
love and serves the humanity, he is said to have obtained
a greater dignity and deserves the paradise of God. At this
stage, one has overcome pleasures and egoism, and is able
to strive for higher goals of life. (4) In addition to the firm
faith and consciousness of obligations, when a human being
reaches the stage of being representatives of God on earth
or becomes prophets who receive the revelation of God, he
moves to the higher stage of dignity. (5) The next rank of
dignity belongs to those who accepted Islam and applies his
nature and reason for the search of the right faith and the
best commandments using the spirit, thoughts, conscience,
feelings and nature, and finally (6) the followers of Islam
who have obtained a perfection and fear of God are said to
be most noble ones (al-Hujurat: Q 49:13).

————
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The right to higher dignity is a preference or
characteristic of an individual that is neither transferrable
nor dispensable. Attached to the right to dignity arc the
rights to education, freedom and equality. In the light of
[slam, the protection of these rights is important. Likewise,
the correction of an individual who in his own frecedom
gives up these rights is a duty. In this world. a human life
without dignity is equal to or lower than the life of an animal.
An individual without dignity despite having powers and
talents can cause so much of harm to the society. Dschafari
believes that it is not so much bad intention or enmity, but
animalistic attitude of disrespecting human dignity can
damage the humanity. In other words, it is not possible for
an individual who has comprehended the greatness, honour
and dignity of humans to inflict humiliation upon others
and thereby violate dignity of others. Persons in families,
societies or groups who disregard the rights and commands
do not own value and dignity themselves.

4. Human Dignity in Islamic Theology and
Jurisprudence

In Islamic theology, human creatures are radically
different from their creator who provides them with sufficient
spiritual and material sustenance in this world and in the
afterlife. Humans are legally categorized as malc-female,
free-slave, Muslim-nonMuslim, etc. Without trespassing
the legal limits (hudud), they are supposed to behave as per
the category. Both theologically and legally, humans are
considered to be free: “human frecdom is a gift from God,
S0 it is possible for any individual to follow and submit to
God or to reject His message. In the same way, it is possible
to follow and obey or reject his law (shari‘a). In any casc,
the conception of the human being in Islam ‘is not merely
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religious’ (cf. Shaltut 1980: 8) but comprehensive and
multiple, and it is always line to freedom and liberation.”
Though the Islamic theology does not speak on ethical and
legal aspects of human dignity, it is rooted in Islamic sources
and their later interpretation (zafsir), which is an important
element for consideration of human dignity. Some of the
most important Islamic scholars and Qur’anic interpreters
such as Mahmud Shaltut tried to interpret key concepts of
revelation along with its legal development in the light of
theology and jurisprudence.

The Qur’an, as we have seen, gives high
consideration to human beings with ample support for an
Islamic understanding of human dignity. The German Jesuit
and a renowned scholar on Islam, Christian Troll, similar
to other Islamic scholars such as Ali al-Qasimi and Ahmad
S. Moussalli, identifies four Qur’anic references to the

assertion of a special human dignity bestowed upon them
by God.

1. And We have certainly honoured [wa-lagad
karram-na) the children of Adam and carried
them on the land and sea and provided for
them of the good things and preferred them
[wa-faddalna-hum] over much of what We
have created, with [definite] preference. (al-
Isra: Q 17:70)

2. And[mention, O Muhammad], when your Lord
said to the angels, “Indeed, I will make upon the
earth a successive authority [khalifa).” They
said, “Will You place upon it one who causes
corruption therein and sheds blood, while we
declare Your praise and sanctify You?” Allah
said, “Indeed, 1 know that which you do not
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know.” (al-Bagara: Q 2:30)

3. Indeed. we offered the Trust to the heavens and
the earth and the mountains, and they declined
to bear it and feared it; but man [undertook to]
bear it. Indeed, he was unjust and ignorant. (al-
Ahzab: Q 33:72)

4. And [mention] when your Lord took from
the children of Adam - from their lions —
their descendants and made them testify of
themselves, [saying to them], “Am | not your
Lord?” They said, “Yes, we have testified.”
[This] — lest you should say on the day
of Resurrection, “Indecd, we were of this
universe.” (al-A’raf: Q 7:171)

Interpretation of the verse al-Isra 17:70 would mean
that “the idea of having honored [karamat al-Insan] by
God allows us to speak of an intrinsic value bestowed by
God on human beings that requires special treatment. This
honor may come from the fact of being preferred over other
creatures from the capacity God gives humans to rule the
world, or from the commandments given in the Qur’an that
protect people.” The term successor (khalifa), open to many
interpretation, in the verse al-Baqara 2:30 would also imply
that a special kind of deputy of God on carth. Being God’s
representative would parallel the idea of God’s image on
earth. The verse al-Ahzab 33: 72 refers to the trust that
only humans are able to assume it. Troll interprets that the
term ‘trust’ is a reference to human freedom and moral
responsibility. Troll and many Islamic scholars interpret the
aspect of “testifying” in the verse al-A’raf 7:171 as the idea
of human dignity.
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Miklos Maroth says that the Islamic tradition of
human dignity is promoted only by shari‘a and the Qur’anic
treatment of slaves and women confirm the idea of different
levels of human dignity. However, “Islamic jurisprudence
interpreted these levels by stating human equality: all human
beings (‘children of Adam’) are Muslims in their intimate
natural condition by birth (fitrat al-insan), so Islam is the
natural way of worshipping God. In this sensc, equality 1s
established as a natural paradigm.”

There arc however conflicting views in contemporary
Islam,“on the one hand, for conservatives and fundamentalist
theologians, religious obligations are prior to human
freedom. We are free, as an expression of our human dignity,
only after having performed those obligations. Therefore,
society should compel people to fulfill their religious
obligations. On the other hand, contemporary Muslim
theologians in dialogue with modernity think that human
freedom should precede religious obligations and that it
only makes sense to fulfill them when we do so freely. This
position allows thinking of a human dignity common to all
men and women.” One of the Islamic thinkers, the Shite
Abdulaziz Sachedina asserted that a common human nature
(fitra) in the Qur’an implies shared ethical obligations and

equality of every human being and presupposes a set of
human rights.

S. Islamic Philosophy and Human Dignity

Muslim philosophers were from the early period of the
[slamic history (9*-12% century) devoted to the study of
the human condition. Al-Farabi (872-950 CE) and Ibn Sina
(980-1037 CE) were the first to study human nature and
its role in cosmogony (metaphysics) and in society (ethics

| nolitics) diff ; | ) ¢ the Musli
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theologians (mutakallimun) and jurists (fugaha). While
philosophers studied the essence of God and His attributes,
theologians and jurists focused on the development of
a strong canonical legal corpus. The field of cthics was
primarily a matter of philosophy.

The Iraqi Islamic scholar ‘Ali al-Qasimi defines
Islam as a “liberating revolution for the human being,” and
connects the essence of humanity to four liberating values:
life (al-hava), freedom (al-hurriyva), equality (al-musawa)
and justice (al-‘adl). The moral and legal foundations for
other human rights can be inferred from these four values.
Ben Achour affirms that there is no single conception of
humanity in Islam and thus there is a need to go beyond the
exclusive religious framework for foundations of universal
human rights. Ben Achour establishes that justice which is
a Qur’anic duty which appeals to the wholc humankind.
Similarly, Ahmad S. Moussalli says that religion (al-din),
the self or soul (al-nafs), reason (al-‘aql), family (al-
nasl) and money (al-mal) are the five human fundamental
necessities which at the same function as their duties,
which are preserved by the shari‘a. Moussalli believes these
interrelated necessities and duties affirm the central role of
human dignity. To defend freedom and pluralism based on
justice in general interest of society is to uphold human
dignity.

6. Human Dignity in the Shari‘a

The Arabic expression ‘karamat al-insan’ is equivalent
to human dignity. The root ‘krm’ appears in many Qur’anic
verses meaning ‘to bestow honour upon’ or ‘to venerate’ or
‘to treat with deference.’ The Qur’ani dictionary has another
equivalent term ‘faddala’ which means ‘to like better” or
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‘to give preference to’. The verse Q17:62 mentions that the
angels prostrated to Adam following the commandment of
Allah, but Iblis (Satan) protested saying: ‘Shall I prostrate
myself along with one whom Thou hast created of clay?
Tell me, Lord, can I submit to this one whom Thou hast
honoured above me (karramta ‘aleyya)?’ The meaning
of the word here is simply ‘venerate’. Similarly, the oft-
quoted verse Q17:70 says: ‘we have indeed honoured the
children of Adam (karramna bani Adam), and provided for
them means of transportation in land and sea, and given
them wholesome food and exalted them high above the
greater part of Our creation.” The term ‘to honour’ implies
that Allah provides for human beings with everything they
need for a comfortable life. Interpreting the same verse,
al-Qurtubi says that humans have a privileged position
(karamat) in creation with tall stature, beautiful form and
great abilities. God is the only source of karam and it is God
Himself who bestows karam on humans. Thus, Karamat is

not an inherent quality of human achievement, but a special
gift of Allah.

Belhaj interprets that this privilege is given only to
Adam’s children. It is disputed whether God gives karam to
all human beings. The verse Q14:49 says: ‘Verily, the most
honoured among you in the sight of Allah is he who is the
most righteous (atga) among you.’ The term ‘atga’ is often
translated as ‘most righteous,’ but the etymological meaning
is ‘most pious’ or ‘most God-fearing.” Maroth draws a
conclusion that God does give karam to all human beings,
but the degree varies in proportion to one’s devotedness.
For modern philosophers, it would not be difficult to make
the distinction between the karam as ontological category
bestowed upon all humans, while the religious or social
dignity might vary in degrees corresponding to one’s
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faithfulness to Allah.

The term karam normally refers to an elevated position
and special treatment for a comfortable life. The expression
magam karim is translated as ‘pleasant abodes,’ (Q26: 58-
9) and as ‘comfortable dwelling’ (Q44:26-8). It means that
a pious and God-fearing creature deserves a life in security,
free of harm, in well-being and comfort. Humans ar¢ even
superior to angels who are commanded to prostrate to Adam
(Q7:12). While angels have no freedom but to follow the
commandments of God, humans have free will.

Man is a rational being, however, always has a
choice, on which his dignity depends. If he obeys
Allah he will be dignified, but if he rejects Allah’s
commandments he will be punished. Allah’s
commandments revealed to his chosen creature can
be found in the Qur’an, and, consequently, Qur’an
gives everybody a guideline on how to attain human
dignity.

The elevated creature is free from any kind of subjection
expect the worship of God. It is in submission to the will of
Allah, humans preserve their privilege of dignified position
and those who obey Allah’s commandments are further
elevated to the rank of His representatives (khulafa’) on
earth. Pious ones will be dignified and impious will be
humiliated. Belhaj and Bielefeldt infer that the Qur’an
speaks of human dignity primarily in terms of morals and
not in terms of law. Despite the understanding of graded
social dignity of humans by various scholars, [zzeddeen al-
Khateeb al-Tameemi, the chief qadi in Jordan, speaks of the
equal dignity which is inseparable from humanity itself.

So, human dignity originates from Divine Will

[re—
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and the immortal law of God. Hence, human dignity
is inseparable from a human being whether a male
or female, irrespective of colour, time, place, social
position, prestige among people, age, even if still a
foetus, or dead lying in his grave... In other words,
dignity and human beings form a syndrome that never
part with each other. Dignity is an admirable value in
human being’s life. Human esteem does not emanate
from universal declarations, international resolutions,
regional agreements or inter-state conferences.
Commitment to it from an Islamic standpoint is based
on doctrine, not on accidental interest or temporal
benefits.

The foundation of human dignity, which is a doctrine
of Islamic religion, is founded on the Qur’an that gives the
highest value to human life. The duty of shari‘a is to preserve
human life and dignity and protect them from violation
and chaos. Encroachment on human life is prohibited and
humiliation on human dignity with reputation is forbidden.
Defamation is a major sin whether against Muslim or
dhimmi (non-Muslims). The shari‘a bans everything that
disturbs the security of society and threatens the high values
derived from human dignity. The shari‘a prohibits anything
that endanger the lives, honour, minds and property of
individuals and the necessary condition of human dignity
is the safe and secure life individually and in family and
society. Toleration of the deviant lifestyle of any person is
an offence against human dignity. Deviant behaviours such
as rape and adultery are not mere ethical violations but
require legal prohibition. Human dignity excludes all kinds
of behaviour that go against the general rules of nature.
Human dignity is not limited to the lifetime of individuals,
all humans before birth as well as after death have equally
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dignity, though the degree of dignity might vary according
to their loyalty to God.

According to the shari‘a understanding, human dignity
is a reality in humans but in earthly life it may vary in
degrees in different humans. We may infer that the dignity
of humans in its existential human nature is guaranteed
equally, but the social honour may differ among them. The
purpose of human life is thus to attain the degree of a perfect
being and to restore the dignity of proximity (qurba) to God
in freedom through self-preservation and natural duty of
reproduction. The main task of the religious law is to ensure
the welfare and well-being of humans, which constitute
human dignity. Thus, the fundamental duty of shari‘a is to
protect and defend human dignity.

7. Human Dignity in Qanun

Qanun (canon) is the generally accepted document
of the Islamic countries deliberated by leading politicians
of the Muslim countries in Cairo. According to ganun,
man is the deputy [khalifat]of God on Earth, and this fact
defines his position. The aim of this document is to “affirm
his [mankind’s] freedom and right to a dignified life in
accordance with the Islamic Shari‘a.” Article 1§1 of the
Cairo qanun states:

All human beings form one family whose members
are united by their subordination to Allah and descend
from Adam. All men are equal in terms of basic human
dignity and basic obligations and responsibilities,
without any discrimination on the basis ofrace, colour,
language, belief, sex, religion, political affiliation,
social status or other considerations. The true religion

—isthe guarantee for enhancing such dignityalongthe
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path to human integrity.

The Cairo Declaration of Human Rights speaks of
equality of human dignity for all humans, however the
last reference to ‘true religion’ is open to interpretations,
Subjecting Cairo Declaration to the Islamic shari‘a quoting
the Islamic Ummah as the best community while making
many exceptions for shari‘a has raised objections. Ann
Elizabeth Mayer critiques that “the Cairo Declaration treats
dignity as being congruent with the inequalities mandated
by versions of Islamic law that are favoured by conservative
Muslim opinion that subordinates women and non-
Muslims,” and concludes that “once scrutinized, dignity as
used in the Cairo Declaration is revealed to be a concept
that embraces inequalities. It presupposes the superiority
of Islam over other faiths and the retention of traditional
understandings of Islamic law, viewed as mandating a
hierarchy granting male Muslims superior rights and
subjecting women and non-Muslims to discriminatory
trcatment.” This problem is to some extent clarified by a
great Islamic scholar Mohammad Hashim Kamali who says
that “the Qur’anic vision of mankind is basically that of a
single, unified entity, regardless of any differences of origin
and status. Unity and equality are the necessary postulates
of human dignity.” To authenticate his claim of the unity of
mankind, he refers to the essence and origin of humanity
inherent in the Qur’an (al-Nisa: Q 4:1):

O mankind! Keep your duty to your Lord, who
created you from a single soul and created its mate
of the same [kind] and created from them countless
men and women. And keep your duty to your Lord,
by Whom you demand your rights from one another,
and [observe] the ties of kinship.

e
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The key phrase ‘khalagakum min nafsin wahidatin® —
He created you from a single soul — refers to both male
and female, the first parents and indicates that “Islam is
addressed to humanity at large, and all its basic teachings
on justice, promotion of good and prevention of evil (amr
bi'l-ma‘ruf wa nahy ‘an al-munkar), the doing of good
(ihsan), cooperation in good works (ta ‘awun) and building
and beautifying the earth ( ‘imar al-ard) are addressed to all
people. Similarly, the Qur’anic designation of khilafuh, that
is, God’s appointment of man as His vicegerent on earth, and
the numerous references in the Qur’an to the subjugation
(taskhir) of the universe to the benefit of man, are addressed
to the whole mankind. The essence of worship ( ‘ibadah) is
also a common theme of all religions.”

The typical address in the Qur’an ‘O people’ (va ayyvuha
al-nas) is for humanity at large without any specification
of a section or group. All humans are included. No one
is excluded. Therefore, “there could be no affront to the
human dignity of any single person without there being
an affront to the dignity of all — including the dignity of
the perpetrator of the indignity.” Thus, Islam seeks unity
in origin, unity in creation and unity in basic values for
the benefit and improvement of all people who must cnjoy
equality and equal treatment without any discrimination.
Islam has placed an infinite value on humans, because God
has made them sacred (al-Isra: Q 17:33). Al-Ghazali says:
“Iin respect of the sanctity of life and the prohibition of
aggression against it, Muslims and non-Muslims are equal.
An attack on the personal safety of non-Muslims involves
the same punishment in this world and the Hereafter.”
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Concluding Remarks

In Islam, life is seen as a God-given gift and human
life as a privileged one in the creation. The dignity of
humans is sacrosanct and inherent in relation to the Creator.
Though there are various ranks in the social honour, the
natural human dignity is one, equal and common to the
whole humanity. Dignity respects freedom and overrules
compulsion including in religion (al-Baqarah: Q 2:256).
Dignity can be violated by deviant behaviours and
defamation. It is human obligation to respect human dignity
and thus to show obedience to God.

There are other Islamic views that justify inequality of
humans and various grades of higher dignity. Extremust
I[slamic groups that perpetrate violence seem to take few
verses literally out ot context in the name religion and not
to have understood the underlying Qur’anic teachings on
the fundamental, natural dignity that stands as foundation
for universal human rights. Elements that cause violence
and divisive attitudes need internal corrections with the
application of human mind in the interpretation of the
Scriptures and traditions.

There is a great need for openness from the part of Islamic
scholars to re-read the sources and principles of the shari a
in the light of God-given gitt of human reason keeping the
universal principle in mind that a just. loving and mercitul
God would neither allow inequalities and discriminations
among humans nor will he wish bloodshed.

The understanding ot the noble concept of dignity In
religious traditions can be a powerful tool to educate one’s
own followers for promotion of equality and justice as well
as to create bridges between followers of different religions
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for world peace and harmonious living together. Upholding
intrinsic dignity and fundamental equality can change the
world. Human dignity is a word that has the tremendous
power to unite the world. Dialogues between religions must
go on and human dignity is a good theme for dialogues and
initiatives to uphold human rights and promote a better
world to live in peace and harmony.
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well-known books to his credit, including Changing Gods:
Rethinking Conversion in India and Taking Sides. Email:
rudiheredia@gmail.com

Rev Dr Vadappuram M Jose SJ is a full time professor
of pastoral theology at Jnana-DecpaVidyapeeth and a resi-
dent of Papal Seminary, Pune. He has authored numerous
articles and books and attended various national and inter-
national seminars. His arcas of specialization: Liturgy, pas-

toral theology, social involvement. Emai: vmjose@gmail.
-om.
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On Dialogue

“If there 1s one word that we should never tire of repeat-
ing, it is this: dialogue. We are called to promote a culture
of dialogue by every possible means and thus to rebuild
the fabric of society. The culture of dialogue entails a true
apprenticeship and a discipline that enables us to view oth-
ers as valid dialogue partners, to respect the foreigner, the
immigrant and people from different cultures as worthy of
being listened to. Today we urgently need to engage all the
members of society in building ‘a culture which privileges
dialogue as a form of encounter’ and in creating ‘a means
for building consensus and agreement while seeking the
goal of a just, responsive and inclusive society’. Peace will
be lasting in the measure that we arm our children with the
weapons of dialogue, that we teach them to fight the good
fight of encounter and negotiation. In this way, we will be-
queath to them a culture capable of devising strategies of
life, not death, and of inclusion, not exclusion.” — Pope
Francis

“I strongly feel that it is only when there is a deep under-
standing of one’s own religious beliefs and commitments
that progress can be made in achieving true understanding
and respect for the religious values and beliefs of others.
Engaging in interfaith dialogue does not in any way mean
undermining one’s own faith or religious tradition. Indeed,
interfaith dialogue is constructive only when people be-
come firmly grounded in their own religious traditions and
through that process gain a willingness to listen and respect
the beliefs of other religions. ” — David R. Smock,
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"l cannot engage in dialogue if | am closed to others.
Openness? Evenmore: acceptance! Come to my house,
enter my heart. My heart welcomes you. It wants to hear
you. This capacity for empathy enables a true human
dialogue In which words, ideas and questions arise from

an experience of fraternity and shared humanity*
Pope Francis (1936-)

“The Christian is not to become a Hindu or a Buddhist, nor
is a Hindu or a Buddhist to be come a Christion. But each
must assimilate the spirit of the others and yet preserve his
individuality and grow according to his own law of growth*

Swami Vilvekananda (1863 « 1902)



