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Aquinas, edited by Rik Van Nieuwenhove and Joseph Wawrykov (2005): a col-
lection which engages with the deeply metaphysical character of Thomas’s theo-
logical work without (however) treating his philosophical options on their own.

These collective enterprises bear witness to the renewal of interest in Aquinas,
at least in the English-speaking world (is there as much innovative work in other
cultures, especially traditionally Catholic ones?). Of the 32 contributors most are,
or have been, engaged in expounding Aquinas in North American universities.
Among the authors may be noted five Dominicans (two of whom are French), at
least two secular priests, and one Jesuit (Austrian as it happens): Aquinas is no
longer in mainly clerical hands. While about a third of the authors are serious
medievalists, their contributions are very accessible to non-specialists. According
to Upham, ‘some disciples of Wittgenstein, notably Peter Geach and Anthony
Kenny, have learned to critique modernity from Wittgenstein and have discov-
ered an alternate way of thinking in Aquinas’ (p. 526): claims that would bear
unpacking. In general, the book is written by scholars, and intended for read-
ers, who, if not always trained in analytic philosophy, take that way of thinking
for granted. In other words, none of the authors shows any interest in viewing
Aquinas in a post-Heideggerian light. Heidegger appears once, when Holtz feels
obliged to engage with Louis-Marie Chauvet’s influential dismissal of Aquinas
on sacramental causality on supposedly Heideggerian grounds (pp. 453–4) —
Chauvet’s understanding of Heidegger, as it happens, is convincingly disman-
tled by Hal St John Broadbent in his forthcoming Heythrop College dissertation:
Heidegger-Chauvet-Benedict XVI: The Call of the Holy.

Apart from being a thoroughly reliable introduction for newcomers, the Hand-
book touches many matters to intrigue old hands. On pure scholarship, for ex-
ample, Torrell doubts if the marginalia in the Lincoln College manuscript are
the lost second course on the first book of Peter Lombard’s Liber Sententiarum,
which Thomas abandoned in frustration in order to start what became the Summa
Theologiae (pp. 20–21). As regards his fundamental philosophical as well as
theological motives and intuitions Aquinas owes far more to the Latin-Christian
tradition than to Aristotle and/or Arabic thinkers — a thesis perhaps accepted,
Fidora says, though not yet seriously developed (p. 52). People say that Aquinas
thought he could prove the existence of God, but he thought no such thing:
‘God’s existence is identical with his essence, which Aquinas takes to be incom-
prehensible to us’ (p. 11). Rather, while Aquinas thought that a philosophical
case for ‘God exists’ being true can be made (differing here from most of his
contemporaries, one may add)— even this was only on a certain understanding
of ‘God’, as the editors add, referring us to the neglected book by Lubor Velecky,
Aquinas’ Five Arguments (1994). Against commentators who delight in citing the
famous ‘anima mea non est ego’ remark, Stump argues that, while he denies that
a human being is identical to his soul (Platonic dualism he thought), Thomas
should not be taken to mean that the human being ceases to exist at death, to
be reconstituted only at the resurrection (pp. 458–466). But every chapter in this
splendid book contains some equally stimulating contention.

FERGUS KERR OP

HUMAN DIGNITY IN BIOETHICS AND LAW by Charles Foster, Hart, Oxford,
2011, pp. xxxiii + 183, £30, pbk

This book is nothing if not ambitious. It presents human dignity as a ‘Theory
of Everything’ (pp. 19–21) to make sense of bioethics and law. What is more,
the author offers his own account of human dignity to rival those of Augustine,
Aquinas, Kant and many contemporary writers on human dignity, from those
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who dismiss the concept (such as John Harris) to those who argue that it is
fundamental (such as Leon Kass).

The book is of significance for its defence of the importance of the concept
of human dignity and for demonstrating, by diverse examples, that recognition of
human dignity is a ubiquitous feature of human moral experience, notwithstanding
the failure of theorists to do justice to it. This reviewer found the two most useful
chapters of the book to be the collection of statements reflecting patients’ use of
the term dignity (in chapter 5) and the collection of international instruments and
court decisions invoking dignity (chapter 7).

The summary of various contemporary accounts of dignity (chapters 3 and 4)
is useful primarily for identifying some of the main protagonists in the current
debate, and secondarily for whom it treats in which chapter. Foster perceptively
categorises Deryck Beyleveld and Roger Brownsword, and indeed Martha Nuss-
baum, as ‘conflaters of dignity and autonomy’ (p. 65). Such conflation subverts
the concept of human dignity and reduces to the stance that ‘dignity is useless’
(the title of chapter 4). However, Foster’s discussion of each of these authors is
uneven (notwithstanding that some of his criticisms are valid). In general, the
reader is best utilising these chapters as a bibliography for further reading but not
relying on the analysis they provide.

The weakest points of the book are its forays into philosophy and theology. The
following passage in relation to the history of philosophy is characteristic: ‘There
has been little real philosophical progress [in understanding human dignity] since
the Stoics. The contribution of the philosophical professionals has been to provide
different taxonomic schemes. They have simply diced dignity in slightly different
ways, and stuck pieces in their albums under new or rediscovered labels’ (p. 80).

How can such an extraordinary generalisation of the whole history of philoso-
phy be maintained, one might wonder? The answer seems to be: by the simple
expedient of not reading very much philosophy. This is more evident in the case
of theology, as is shown by the continuation of the paragraph: ‘Sometimes they
have sprinkled some theological stardust over the album, and said they had finally
seen what dignity was all about. And sometimes they have blown away all the
theological stardust, and said precisely the same thing’ (p. 80).

This dismissal of moral theology and theological anthropology as epiphenom-
enal ‘stardust’ (which is used to say ‘precisely the same thing’ as philosophy)
becomes visceral when Foster discusses Augustine: ‘Their [early Christians’] in-
trinsic Gnosticism was crystallised in body-hating doctrines such as sacerdotal
celibacy and the perpetual virginity of Mary. So when Augustine burst into the
North African Christian world, he found a ready audience for his soul-is-all pas-
tiche of historic Christianity. He had been a practicing Manichean, and never re-
ally stopped. . . Augustine’s dead hand has strangled most well-meaning Christian
attempts to persuade dignity to get its hands medically dirty’ (pp. 32–33). Later
Foster makes clear that he identifies this Augustinian influence as the chief flaw
in contemporary Catholic bioethics: ‘Unlike many Catholic commentators, she
[Mette Lebech] expressly and resonantly acknowledges how important it is to see
humans as embodied creatures: she eschews the pathologically fastidious Gnos-
tic Augustinianism that has often emasculated Catholic bioethics’ (p. 51). Foster
does not give evidence of which secondary sources provide the basis for such
scattergun labelling of the most sophisticated Christian critic of Neo-Platonism
in the ancient world, for it is clearly not from reading Augustine himself that
he arrives at this position. For those who wish to compare these assertions with
the historical Augustine they might start with reading the City of God or the
Literal commentary of Genesis or even look at the discussion of Augustine in
D.A. Jones, Approaching the End (OUP, 2007).

Foster charges the Catholic tradition with inconsistency because Thomas
Aquinas says at one point that dignity can be lost, while John Paul II states that
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it cannot be lost (p. 29, citing as the source a website giving ‘quotations from
Catholic social teaching’!). However, more attention to the thought of Thomas
Aquinas, for example, by reading him directly, would have shown that language
in general, and theological language in particular, makes much use of analogical
terms (see Herbert McCabe Appendix 4 to Volume 3 of the Blackfriars edition
of the Summa Theologiae). Terms such as human dignity are used not just in one
sense but in several related senses, just as the terms goodness, love, honour, unity,
and indeed, being, are used in different senses. Many of the writers discussed by
Foster allude to different meanings of the term ‘human dignity’, and seek to give
an account of the relationship between these uses. In contrast Foster argues for
a single univocal meaning of human dignity to provide a ‘single philosophical
currency’ (p. 16) to evaluate moral and legal claims. The univocal definition he
gives is as follows.

‘What is dignity then? It is objective human flourishing’ (p. 6).
‘[O]ne should conduct an audit of the net amount of dignity left at the end

of the proposed transaction, taking into account, suitably weighted, the dignity
interests of all the relevant stakeholders’ (p. 8).

‘I propose a version of the consequentialist approach. The consequence to
which one should look is the net amount of dignity – the net amount of objective
human thriving – left by the proposed action or inaction. . . One should then ask:
‘How can this transaction be managed so as to maximise the amount of dignity
in it?’’ (p. 15).

It is clear from Foster’s discussion of examples that this ‘audit’ of dignity
‘interests’ can sometimes lead to the sacrifice of one life (whether aggressor or
innocent, whether indirectly or directly sacrificed) if the consequences ‘maximise’
the overall quantity of dignity. Foster is explicit that his approach is ‘consequen-
tialist’, though he does not seem aware of the Anscombian origin of this term. In
sum, Foster’s approach is a variant on utilitarian thinking, a ‘dignity’ that can be
‘audited’, ‘weighted’, and ‘maximised’. Such a currency is no more than a price
on human life and implicitly expresses a belief that everything and everyone has
their price. From a classical perspective this is the antithesis of dignity.

Given Foster’s approach it is unsurprising that he does not comprehend the
reaction of pro-life critics of the A, B and C v Ireland case, a case which urged
the Republic to introduce legislation to clarify when women would have a legal
right to abortion (following a contradiction opened up in Irish law by the X case).

‘And if that required abortion so be it. The dignity analysis that I have been
urging has no difficulty at all with this conclusion, and the Catholic pro-life
lobby’s disquiet with the [A, B and C v Ireland] decision is (in the light of the
Catholic Church’s ancient reliance on the principle of double effect to justify
abortion when the mother’s life is threatened), incomprehensible’ (pp.163–164).

In dismissing this ‘disquiet’ Foster does not acknowledge the force of slippery
slope considerations which are surely relevant in a context where those taking the
A, B and C case were seeking to introduce, by degrees, a general right of access
to abortion in Ireland. Still more significantly, Foster also fails to acknowledge
the importance of distinctions between direct and indirect abortion, intentional
and unintentional killing, that are essential to traditional Catholic moral analysis
of these kinds of cases.

Foster is aware of the challenge facing anyone seeking to give an account of
so fundamental an ethical concept as human dignity. He states at the beginning
of the book, ‘It is easy to say what the answer to something is not. . . It is much
harder to do what I have tried to do here: to say what the answer is. And of
course I have failed’. Regretfully, this reviewer is inclined to agree.

DAVID ALBERT JONES
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