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Human Dignity

Contribution of the Renaissance

Hans-Jiirgen Marx

Appreciation of human dignity goes back to the roots of Western
civilization. It became a specific concern in the Renaissance period,
first in protest against an extreme emphasis on the misery of the human
condition by some Medieval thinkers; and finally as the essence of
individuality and freedom.

The first part of this study traces the beginning of the contemptus
mundi literature, while showing at the same time that it was not
representative of Middle Age thought as a whole. It proceeds to
Francesco Petrarca, who had much in common with the pessimistic
school of Middle Age thought, but was the first to protest against its
oppressive effects in the human mind.

The second part casts light on the beginnings of the literature,
explicitly concerned with the theme of human dignity. It is shown that
Bartolomeo Facio, the author of the first tract on human dignity, was
indebted to a draft, prepared for him by the Benedictine monk Antonio
da Barga. This probably is true also of Gianozzo Manetti’'s famous
treatise “On the Dignity and Excellency of the Human Being.” Whereas
these authors were mainly concerned with proving human dignity
against its Middle Age slanderers, later Renaissance authors took it for
granted and used it as the main argument for proving other characteris-

tics of the human being.
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The third part looks at the two most famous representatives of later
Renaissance thought. First it is shown that Marsilio Ficino, the head of
the Platon Academy in Florence, used the argument of human dignity
to prove the immortality of the individual soul. Then it is shown that
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola used the same argument to demonstrate
the unlimited freedom of the human being. Especially the latter’s

impact on modern thought was immense.



