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Abstract
The thesis argues for a commitment to a comprehensive conceptualization of dignity in educational philosophy and practice
that is meant to deepen moral reflection and ethically enrich educational relationships, particularly between children and
adults in formal educational settings. To this end, the thesis reconstructs and revitalizes dignity at three levels: the ideal;
the processual; and the qualitative. That is, dignity is re-theorized as a normative regulative ideal, as a process of relational
becoming, and as a quality of moral awareness. By reconceptualizing different aspects of dignity, namely the intrinsic,
the inflorescent and the attributed, towards more relationally attuned and dynamic conceptualizations, the thesis argues
that the inherent ethical risks of objectification and instrumentalization of children due to formalized education’s fostering
functions, can be, not overcome, but more gracefully lived with. The compilation thesis interprets and promotes the notion
of dignity neither as yet another overarching aim of education, nor as an ideal cherished by just one philosophical persuasion
or tradition. The dignity that the thesis reconstructs emerges from diverse philosophical sensibilities, mainly those of
Aristotle, Immanuel Kant, Martha Nussbaum, Gert Biesta and Sharon Todd, in a critical dialogue that responds also to
the challenges that the modern conception of dignity has encountered. This critical dialogue through diverse philosophies
renders dignity something more than an intrinsically valuable ideal and process by proving that dignity is also a quality of
moral awareness that has many aspects which frame the relations of adults and children. This quality of moral awareness is
described as committed non-attachment, a theoretical stance, methodological approach as well as a relational attitude, that
steers clear from both relativism and dogmatism by maintaining a faithfulness to an ethical vision, without rigid loyalty
to a philosophical trend or tradition. From this lens, the reformulation of dignity does not come with a prioritization or
exclusive attachment to one version of the term at the cost of excluding other versions, nor overlooking their synergy and
tensions with one another. The non-rigidity of movement, relational attunement, and acceptance of the indeterminate nature
of education that dignity as committed non-attachment requires of both philosophers and practitioners, is described through
the metaphor of a dance. As the title suggests, there is an ambivalence in the movement. On the one hand, we are striving for
dignity in our relationships with others, dancing with dignity as an ever present, yet also, rather elusive dance partner.  On
the other hand, we are not just moving in a linear fashion towards a predefined ideal of dignity, but also striving to make the
movement itself intentional and ethically meaningful to ourselves, others and the world, moving, or dancing, with dignity.
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1 Why dancing with dignity in education? 

 

This introductory chapter aims to lay the initial ground for the thesis’ main 

argument that dignity should be considered a crucial concept in education. 

First, I will briefly present some ethical risks in education and present my 

conception of dignity as a lens through which to understand and address these 

risks. I will proceed to argue for the need for a revitalization and reconstruc-

tion of dignity within a broader philosophical context, within a contemporary 

societal context, and within a formal educational context, specifically in child-

adult relationships. In the second section, I will position the thesis within the 

field of moral philosophy more broadly and in the field of philosophy of edu-

cation more specifically. In the third section I present a brief summary of the 

thesis’ main contribution and how it may come into play in different spheres, 

that is, in the ontological, epistemological and inter-relational spheres, both 

theoretically and practically. Aims and research questions will be presented 

and a summary of the following chapters will be provided in the following 

sections. In the second and third chapters, the thesis’ contribution is grounded 

and contextualized historically and in education as a social practice. This is 

done through a brief presentation of the historical roots of dignity in European 

philosophy and of the emergent role of dignity for education as a practice in 

the second chapter.  In the third chapter, I will discuss and critique reduction-

istic views on dignity and the ethical risks involved. This will be done through 

engaging with previous research within the field of philosophy of education 

as well as within the field of philosophy more broadly. The fourth chapter 

describes and argues for the thesis’ theoretical stance and methodological ap-

proach as well as their contribution to the research field of educational philos-

ophy. 

 

1.1 Objectification and instrumentalization of children and 

conflicting aims in education: The need for a relation-

ally attuned regulative ideal  

The aim of this thesis is to argue for a commitment in educational philosophy 

and educational practice to dignity – understood as an ethical regulative ideal, 

a relational process of becoming, as well as a quality of moral awareness, that 

has the potential to deepen moral understanding and be embodied in child-

adult relationships in formal educational settings. I focus in this thesis on in-

stances of objectification and instrumentalization as two forms of dignity-vi-

olations that are perceived as benevolent and commonly overlooked. I argue 

that a reason for this is that they are all too easily justified in the case of chil-

dren in formal education for the sake of education’s fostering and future-ori-

ented aspects. Instrumentalization and objectification are thus built-in aspects 
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of education that are generally taken for granted as ‘good,’ but these aspects 

of education are also coupled with broader dignity-violations such as stigma-

tization, dehumanization, and infantilization. As adults have created this in-

strumentalization and objectification, I argue that teachers have the main re-

sponsibility for the ethical risks involved in a compulsory educational context. 

I propose a comprehensive, pluralist and flexible understanding of how to em-

body dignity in ethical-educational relationships between children and adults 

in formal educational settings through a quality of moral awareness which I 

call committed non-attachment and describe through the metaphor of a dance. 

Through such a dignity-awareness in both research and practice, I argue that 

the ethical tensions that arise from the abovementioned dual nature of educa-

tion, and the inherent risks of instrumentalization and objectification of chil-

dren therein, can be more reflectively and ethically approached. In the follow-

ing, I will discuss the ethical risks of instrumentalization and objectification 

of children in formal education in more detail. 

A central question for philosophy of education is to imagine what the pur-

pose of education is, and how it could be realized. The importance of raising 

this question is founded on the premise that education is an inherently rela-

tional, and therefore ethical, activity where we are continuously making mean-

ing and asking ourselves what constitutes a good life, both now and in the 

future. In learning relationships, perhaps particularly in relationships between 

children and adults in formal compulsory education, there are ethical tensions 

that arise where the question of the purpose of education could be said to be 

constantly present, whether consciously or unconsciously. The first ethical 

tension has to do with the risk of treating children merely or predominantly as 

objects or as instruments in unethical and harmful ways. The second is that 

the asymmetrical power between children and adults in school can exaggerate 

this first problem (see for instance Roth et al, 2020). Lastly, the third aspect 

of these interrelated ethical tensions is that the objectification and instrumen-

talization of children can be for different external aims that are often conflict-

ing.  

Discourses related to the aims of education that could be seen as examples 

of these tensions are for instance: emphasizing children as objects of care, 

thereby perhaps failing to respect their moral agency (Adami, 2020); empha-

sizing the importance of children to be receptacles of knowledge and skills 

that they will need in order to become future valuable human capital for the 

nation state to compete on the global market, thus under-valuing children as 

having the right to live flourishing lives in a more holistic sense (Elfert, 2018; 

Jerome, 2018; Nussbaum 2010; Rönnström 2015, 2016a, 2016b; Teixeira, 

2020); and emphasizing the value of educating children for future cosmopol-

itan and democratic citizenship and strengthening their moral and political 

agency, yet simultaneously risking losing sight of one’s own practice of these 

virtues or the present conditions for children to embody them (Schumann & 

Adami, 2014). 
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In all of these instances of aims for education, teachers are faced with the 

problem of realizing different and often conflicting aims, but without a philo-

sophically fleshed out ethical ideal and quality of moral awareness that can 

help to critically reflect on these aims or help to imagine how to embody eth-

ical values in relationships in formal education. There is thus a need to artic-

ulate an ethical regulative ideal and quality of moral awareness that can have 

the normative potential to deepen our understanding of the ethical tensions 

and risks of unethical objectification and instrumentalization in educational 

relationships between children and adults in formal educational settings. 

Throughout the thesis I will argue for conceptualizations of dignity that can 

have potential in this regard, through bringing our attention to those instances 

in which instrumentalization and objectification in formal educational rela-

tionships become unethical, and reified in asymmetric power relations, and in 

what ways. Although relevant for all adult-child relationships where there in-

herently is a fostering aspect paired with asymmetrical power, the scope of 

this thesis is limited to adult-child relationships in formal educational settings. 

I will therefore argue how an approach, which I will call dignity as a quality 

of moral awareness, or committed non-attachment, may have practical rele-

vance for teachers in acknowledging the ethical possibilities in relationships 

between adults and children in formal education (Bahizi, 2024b).  

Some authors have explicitly discussed the idea of dignity as a regulative 

ideal in education from a Kantian perspective (Giesinger, 2012; Park, 1997). 

Ynhui Park advocates for the view that human dignity should be the ultimate 

aim of education as well as of life: “What would it mean to say that the ulti-

mate aim of education is to achieve human dignity? It simply means that the 

ultimate aim of education is to help realize humanity at its highest 

level…[a]nd the aim of education thus understood cannot in reality be differ-

entiated from the ultimate aim of a human life itself” (Park, 1997, p. 12). How-

ever, in the educational research community, it appears to be more common 

to call for dignity in a general, rather than specific way, when arguing for 

holistic education (Gershon, 2016; Lohrensheit, 2006; Reardon, 1995). These 

do not articulate any philosophical conceptualizations of dignity. As will be 

explained in the following, a first contribution of this thesis is the explicit 

philosophical/theoretical reconstruction of dignity in education using an ap-

proach which searches for theoretical common ground, in order to develop a 

more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of dignity in education that 

is relational and attuned to educational practices. Rather than letting dignity 

serve as yet another overarching aim of education, or to interpret dignity only 

through one philosophical lens, the second contribution of the thesis is to the-

oretically reconstruct dignity, not only as an intrinsically valuable ideal and 

process, but as a quality of moral awareness, and to explore ways that different 

aspects of dignity can be embodied in adult-child relations. Searching for the-

oretical common ground and potential synergies, means that besides building 
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on previous work on philosophical views on dignity, as well as dignity in phi-

losophy of education (for instance by engaging with neo-Kantian, neo-Aristo-

telean and neo-Levinasian perspectives), I will also incorporate a theoretical 

framework borrowed from Daniel Sulmasy (2006) within the field of medi-

cine.  

Sulmasy, when writing on dignity within the biomedical field, makes the 

distinction between what he calls intrinsic, inflorescent and attributed dignity 

(Sulmasy, 2006; 2007). The intrinsic dignity can be understood as a Kantian 

view on human beings as ends and not merely as means. Inflorescent dignity 

is similar to the Aristotelian view of the human and of the role of education as 

bringing forth inner capabilities. In other words, inflorescent dignity is the 

realization of a person’s intrinsic dignity. Lastly, attributed dignity, has its 

historic roots in Stoic thought and is tied to our moral and social status. The 

theoretical framework that Sulmasy (2006; 2007) introduces, in which dignity 

is described as having these three aspects, is useful for identifying differences 

and commonalities between different philosophical conceptions of dignity 

that have developed since the ancient Greek times in Europe, and for under-

standing current postmodern tensions between essentialism and construction-

ism found, for example, in the contrasts between Martha Nussbaum’s view on 

dignity and that of Richard Rorty (see chapter 2.1). However, Sulmasy’s 

framework is intended to be merely descriptive, whereas the aim of this thesis 

is to imagine how it might act normatively as well, and how it can be used to 

critically reflect on the specific forms of instrumentalization and objectifica-

tion that are at play in formal educational settings. This constitutes the third 

theoretical contribution of the thesis. Sulmasy (2007) describes the three as-

pects of dignity in the following way: 

By attributed dignity, I mean that worth or value that human beings confer upon 

others by acts of attribution. The act of conferring this worth or value may be 

accomplished individually or communally, but it always involves a choice. At-

tributed dignity is, in a sense, created. It constitutes a conventional form of 

value. Thus, we attribute worth or value to those we consider to be dignitaries, 

those we admire, those who carry themselves in a particular way, or those who 

have certain talents, skills, or powers. We can even attribute worth or value to 

ourselves using this word. The Hobbesian notion of dignity is attributed. By 

intrinsic dignity, I mean that worth or value that people have simply because 

they are human, not by virtue of any social standing, ability to evoke admira-

tion, or any particular set of talents, skills, or powers. Intrinsic value is the value 

something has by virtue of being the kind of thing that it is. Intrinsic dignity is 

the value that human beings have by virtue of the fact that they are human be-

ings. This value is thus not conferred or created by human choices, individual 

or collective, but is prior to human attribution. Immanuel Kant’s notion of dig-

nity is intrinsic. By inflorescent dignity, I mean the way people use the word to 

describe how a process or state of affairs is congruent with the intrinsic dignity 

of a human being. Thus, dignity is sometimes used to refer to a virtue—a state 

of affairs in which a human being habitually acts in a way that expresses the 
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intrinsic value of the human. This use of the word is not purely attributed, since 

it depends upon some objective conception of the human. Nonetheless the value 

itself to which this use of the word refers is not intrinsic, since it derives from 

the intrinsic value of the human. Aristotle’s use of the word is inflorescent, as 

are some of the Stoic usages. (Sulmasy, 2007 in Malpas & Lickiss, p. 13). 

 

The theoretical framework of Sulmasy has been used to problematize at-

tributed dignity in formal education. In the PhD thesis The primacy of dignity 

and Human Rights Education (2011), Robert Bowie discusses ways that the-

ology has informed the concept of human dignity and he argues that “the con-

cept of dignity is a foundation for a particular pedagogical approach that ad-

vances a commitment to the inherent worth of the human person” (p. 2). In his 

thesis, Bowie refers to both secular and Christian thinkers such as for example 

Cicero, Kant, Thomas Aquinas and Pope Leo XIII, to name a few. Bowie 

points to strands of intrinsic, inflorescent and attributed dignity within the 

work of these different authors and concludes that Human Rights Education-

documents suggest an understanding of dignity as intrinsic and inflorescent, 

not attributed. However, since the ideological and theoretical underpinnings 

for intrinsic and inflorescent understandings of dignity are not given through 

the reading of these documents, they need to be sought elsewhere in social 

constructs or social relations. Bowie therefore warns about the danger for the 

idea of dignity to “slip into a form that is exclusively attributive” (p. 172) and 

later writes that this is not a purely theoretical problem because: “Deciding 

whether the worth of a person resides in their being or in their capacity to be 

good (as defined by society) leads to quite different consequences for that in-

dividual” (p. 174). 

What I see as significant here is that intrinsic dignity, in contrast to at-

tributed dignity, in Sulmasy’s framework, is used to describe “inherent worth” 

of persons. As is explained more thoroughly in article two (Bahizi, 2024a), a 

possible reading of Kant would be to see dignity as the word which describes 

what is intrinsically valuable beyond price, which is morality itself, rather than 

any inherent capacity in individuals or in humanity as a species (Sensen, 2011; 

Roth et al., 2020). What is valuable beyond price is morality itself, and in any 

relationship, there is always a potential for the dignity of morality to be real-

ized. Thus, we must treat others as ends in themselves, not merely as means 

to some external goal, or as objects on which to project our own individual 

values or even collective values (Bahizi, 2024a). Dignity understood as the 

intrinsic value of morality, which is above and beyond price, can generate cri-

tique against overly extrinsic or future-oriented aims in education and global 

institutional structures. For example, neoliberal capitalism can narrow the 

aims of education by being overly focused on the extrinsic goal of creating 

human capital (Teixeira, 2020). This critique is abundant in educational re-

search (Elfert, 2018; Jerome, 2018; Nussbaum 2010; Rönnström 2015, 2016a, 
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2016b; Ringarp & Waldov, 2016; Sundberg, 2020). However, it is seldom for-

mulated in terms of highlighting the ethical imperative of the intrinsic value 

of the potentiality for morality itself to be upheld by educational institutions, 

and for children not to be treated as mere means for Nation States’ interests in 

competing on a global market (one example of such critique is Roth, 2020).  

An explicitly ethical framework in the form of a reconstructed and compre-

hensive understanding of dignity can thus have potential in this regard. Ynhui 

Park (1997) and Bowie (2011) criticize the turn to attributed dignity and Park 

argues that the idea of intrinsic dignity has become “unconscious” (Park, 

1997, p. 8) in modern education for human capital. The work of this thesis is 

thus to have a conscious revitalization and reconstruction of dignity in its in-

trinsic, inflorescent and attributed aspects, and to argue for its relevance in 

educational philosophy and practice. The thesis argues for a comprehensive 

and non-reductionist understanding of dignity as involving all three aspects, 

and for an approach to ethics in which philosophers of education as well as 

practitioners within the field are committed to moving in between the different 

aspects of dignity with an awareness of their relative importance. To dance in 

between them. I therefore do not wish to dismiss attributed dignity altogether, 

nor the fostering aspects of education, although I will show how previous re-

search suggests that there is a dominating over-emphasis on narrow attributed 

values in neoliberal governance and culture. Throughout the thesis, I argue 

that the ethical tensions described above are not problems to be solved by 

adopting any one static, reductionist, position on the meaning of education, or 

overly emphasizing any one aspect of dignity. Instead, I propose that the ten-

sions between socializing aims (attributed dignity), ideals about flourishing 

(inflorescent dignity) or striving for moral subjectivity, freedom and the high-

est good to emerge in educational relationships (intrinsic dignity), are rather 

necessary and inextricable conditions underlying all educational practices and 

that a comprehensive, nuanced and flexible dignity-awareness can offer a way 

to move with these tensions and to honor them. 

The main theoretical contribution of this thesis is that the articles do not 

only problematize the “human capital” approach to educational aims 

(Teixeira, 2020) by using Sulmasy’s theoretical framework on dignity, as has 

been done to some extent by other scholars, but that they reconstruct the three 

aspects of dignity and offer an ethical-educational awareness to these. The 

reconstruction is carried out mainly in the first and second articles, which dis-

cuss inflorescent and intrinsic dignity respectively. Here I would like to elab-

orate on how intrinsic and inflorescent dignity are interrelated. In Sulmasy’s 

definition of intrinsic dignity, his conception is open-ended yet species-spe-

cific: “worth or value that people have simply because they are human […]”. 

However, if intrinsic dignity is defined this way, the meaning of inflorescent 

dignity can in turn lose its open-endedness. For, according to Sulmasy, inflo-

rescent dignity then refers to doing our humanness well, which raises the ques-
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tion what this would entail if not realizing some particular essentialist proper-

ties specific to humans as a species. In the first article therefore, I instead lean 

on Nussbaum’s neo-Aristotelean understanding of inflorescent dignity as a 

process of realizing a broad spectrum of human potential capabilities. Nuss-

baum argues that there could be universal overlapping consensus regarding 

the meaningfulness of her list of capabilities for living a dignified life (Nuss-

baum, 2011). As elaborated in article one (Mollvik, 2021), Nussbaum is mov-

ing away from a very rigid form of essentialism, towards, in my opinion, a 

more flexible understanding of inflorescent dignity. This is because she ex-

pands the range of capabilities that she deems necessary for a dignified human 

life beyond the capacity of rationality, and because her list of capabilities is 

not fixed but remains open for re-negotiation. For Nussbaum, intrinsic dignity 

is based on the ability for striving and growth, which we share with other spe-

cies (Nussbaum, 2011).  However, I argue in article one (Mollvik, 2021) that 

Nussbaum’s conception of dignity (she does not differentiate between differ-

ent aspects) needs further expansion for it to become more ethically tenable in 

education. The expansion of Nussbaum’s conception has to do with recogniz-

ing inflorescent dignity as an inter-relational process of becoming aware of 

our own intrinsic moral worth and that of others (Mollvik, 2021). In the article 

I discuss how Nussbaum refers to a fictional character, Precious, who Nuss-

baum means “discovers” her dignity through learning to read. I agree with 

Nussbaum that learning to read is a capability that education has a responsi-

bility to cultivate in children, as it is in most cases part of a dignified, flour-

ishing life for human beings. However, I argue that capabilities such as those 

Nussbaum (2011) provides as arguably important for a dignified life should 

not be taught in instrumentalist ways, nor by objectifying children, for in-

stance, as in the example above, by reducing them to certain developmental 

stages and giving them stigmatizing labels, such as “illiterate.”  Although I do 

not state this explicitly in the article, I imply that even the understanding of 

intrinsic dignity as being based on the ability for striving, and inflorescent 

dignity in education as a cultivation of capabilities, can become unethical in 

educational situations if certain children are deemed “unfertile soil” (see Ah-

med, 2010 for a discussion of the term “unfertile soil”). This is a first move in 

de-coupling the neo-Aristotelean conception of inflorescent dignity from a 

static and reductionist form of human essentialism.  

In the second article, I continue the de-coupling process in regards to the 

concept of intrinsic dignity, by reading re-interpretations of Aristotle and 

Kant’s texts on dignity in which intrinsic dignity is a regulative ideal, the ever-

present potentiality of the highest good/eudaimonia, rather than being at-

tributed to the human species as a whole based on the capacities for freedom, 

autonomy and reason (Bahizi, 2024a). Thus, the two first articles lay the the-

oretical groundwork by highlighting the importance of inflorescent dignity 

and making it more relationally/ethically/educationally attuned in the first ar-

ticle, and by reconstructing intrinsic dignity in the second article. Both these 
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reconstructions are interrelated as a more inclusive conceptualization of in-

trinsic dignity leads to a more inclusive process for realizing it. An under-

standing of inflorescent dignity that is relationally attuned and grounded in 

intrinsic dignity defined as a regulative ideal is thus more inclusive than if it 

is grounded in a capacity for intentional growth, or even more restrictively, in 

the capacity for rationality. In the third article, I then move on to introduce an 

ethical-educational approach to dignity, which I call dignity as moral aware-

ness or committed non-attachment, and which I describe using the metaphor 

of a dance (Bahizi, 2024b). As will be explicated in section 1.3, I do not only 

propose a reconstructed and comprehensive understanding of dignity as a reg-

ulative ideal and process as another what of education, but also develop a con-

ception of dignity as a how of embodying dignity, as well as a how of repairing 

relationships gracefully and to remain ethically engaged amidst ethical ten-

sions. 

 

1.2 Philosophy of dignity in relation to the research field of 

education 

As described in the previous section, the philosophy of dignity in the European 

tradition can be viewed as fluctuating between emphasis on three different 

aspects of dignity. As will be explained more thoroughly in chapter two, it is 

also possible to see how the concept has evolved, from being mainly inter-

preted as value attributed by others according to one’s moral standing (at-

tributed dignity), to an intrinsic value that in many cases was tied to certain 

ideas about the essential rational/God-given nature of the human species, to a 

more diversified array of conceptualizations, ranging from those who seek to 

problematize or nuance strong essentialism in order to make dignity more in-

clusive (Nussbaum, 1994, 2006, 2011), to those who seek to abandon dignity 

altogether (Rorty, 1993; Sangiovanni, 2017). Although the discussions on dig-

nity within the field of philosophy have thus expanded and moved towards 

exploring the tensions between essentialism and constructionism, the field has 

still been dominated by a two-dimensional view of dignity as intrinsic and 

attributed. This binary has been given different names. Oliver Sensen (2011) 

distinguishes between “initial” and “realized” dignity; Christian Neuhäuser 

and Ralf Stoecker (2014) between “dignity” and “dignity proper”; Doris 

Schroeder (2010) between “inviolable” and “aspirational” dignity; and lastly, 

Stephen Darwall (1977) makes a distinction between “recognition respect” 

and “status-respect” which could be seen to be describing respect that is rec-

ognized as intrinsic and respect that is earned because of the perceived moral 

status of a person (Formosa & Mackenzie, 2014). As mentioned, a theoretical 

contribution of this thesis is therefore to argue for the relevance of adding the 

aspect of inflorescent dignity to the two-dimensional conceptions of dignity. 

That is, dignity understood as a process, or a movement, between intrinsic and 
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attributed. The call for inflorescent dignity can be found in neo-Aristotelean 

arguments for the importance of flourishing, yet Nussbaum (2011) does this 

more explicitly. Therefore, I have chosen to engage specifically with Nuss-

baum’s conception of dignity in the first article (Mollvik, 2021). 

Moving on to the way dignity has been conceptualized when put in relation 

to education, there are general claims that point to the importance of dignity 

for education, without specifying which conception of dignity the arguments 

are based on (Gershon, 2016; Lohrensheit, 2006; Reardon, 1995). There is a 

great deal of research that argues for flourishing as an overarching aim for 

education, thus implicitly promoting a conception of dignity as inflorescent 

(Kristjánsson, 2021; Wilson-Strydom & Walker, 2015; Wolbert et al., 2021). 

An exploration of the Aristotelean heritage present in the discourse on “flour-

ishing” in education through the conception of dignity as inflorescent has po-

tential to add depth to the arguments already put forth. When dignity is ex-

plicitly mentioned as an aim of education, and when dignity is thoroughly 

philosophically conceptualized, this appears to be exclusively done within a 

Kantian framework (Formosa & Mackenzie, 2014; Giesinger, 2012; Park, 

1997) In these neo-Kantian accounts of dignity and arguments for its rele-

vance in education, there is an understanding of dignity as intrinsic and at-

tributed that seems to see these as relatively fixed progressive stages of devel-

opment – first there is a potential for reason/morality that is then actualized. 

The role of education in this, for Johannes Giesinger (2012) and Park (1997), 

is to bring children from a state of potentiality for moral subjectivity to an 

“adult” state of realization. Thus, I argue in the second article (Bahizi 2024a) 

that such conceptions of dignity, especially when applied to the field of edu-

cation and in discussing educational aims, can actually have objectifying and 

instrumentalizing effects, where children are treated as pre-rational and pre-

moral subjects while adults are assumed to be fully moral. I also argue that 

this risks re-enforcing asymmetric power relationships between children and 

teachers. These most common interpretations of Kant on dignity that are being 

discussed within the field of philosophy of education have been critiqued for 

essentialism within the broader field of philosophy on dignity. Therefore, this 

thesis has an interest in reading other interpretations of Kant that can meet the 

critique of essentialism (Bahizi, 2024a) while also putting neo-Kantian per-

spectives on dignity in education in dialogue with other philosophical perspec-

tives. In order to do so I include philosophers within the field of philosophy 

of education that do not explicitly mention dignity, yet are deeply concerned 

with questions of relationality and the meaning of ethical subjectivity, mainly 

Gert Biesta and Sharon Todd, whom I engage with in the third article (Bahizi, 

2024b). 

Besides the abovementioned theoretical contributions, the thesis also 

strives to be relevant and ethically enriching to practitioners within education, 

and more specifically teachers in compulsory education. The reasons for this 

are normative and will be explained in the following. Even if there is not much 
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research within the field of philosophy of education specifically, that defines 

dignity through a broad spectrum of philosophical lenses, other than the neo-

Kantian one, there is however a body of research on Human Rights Education 

(HRE) that problematizes the idea that it is enough to teach about human 

rights (and thus dignity), but rather, that human rights education is more about 

teaching for and through human rights, which happens in relationships 

(Adami, 2014a, 2014b; Reardon, 1995; Todres & Kilkelly, 2022). In short, 

this means that educators need to pay attention to the ways in which the edu-

cational system itself creates opportunities for dignity and human rights to be 

realized, and that relationships in formal education are crucial spaces in which 

such learning takes place.  

The first reason for the ethical relevance of exploring dignity in education, 

not only on a theoretical level but on a practical level as well, is that class-

rooms are spaces in which the ethical tensions between instrumental and in-

trinsic aims of education are experienced by teachers and children alike. Sec-

ond, formal compulsory education for children has an inherent asymmetric 

power structure that I argue make them especially vulnerable to dignity viola-

tions. Asymmetric power between children and adults in formal compulsory 

education exaggerates the negative effects of teachers for example unreflec-

tively imposing values onto children, labeling children in totalizing or stigma-

tizing ways, or undervaluing their moral subjectivity. Third, it can be danger-

ously naive to think that simply informing children about their rights and the 

rights of others would somehow automatically lead to actual embodied expe-

riences and psychological, cognitive and spiritual integration of these values. 

As an example, practices of “witness pedagogy” in which children learn about 

the suffering and human rights violations of others, with the unarticulated ex-

pectation that this will lead to a certain kind of ‘empathetic’ response, can in 

fact be othering and oppressive. This can happen by for example assuming 

homogeneity inside the classroom and projecting painful experiences to a col-

lective of others outside of the classroom, or, by seeking to empathize by “put-

ting oneself in another’s shoes” instead of listening with an open mind to the 

other (Adami & Hållander, 2015; Hållander, 2017; Todd, 2003). Rather than 

expecting children’s moral learning to be ‘proven’ by the emotional responses 

of pupils to narratives of the suffering of others, Todd (2003) argues for a 

receptivity through attentive listening. Furthermore, it is the teacher’s own lis-

tening to children that should be a teacher’s focus:  

If we consider that stories of suffering invoke certain affective responses, then 

our responsibility as teachers turns upon our capacity to listen to those re-

sponses in ways that are for the other, in ways that display our ignorance, that 

communicates to pupils “tell me, for I do not know.”  (Todd, 2003, p. 137 as 

cited in Adami & Hållander, 2014, p. 8)  
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Teaching human rights or dignity is thus less about adding something onto 

what we do as teachers and more about integrating a reflective, receptive and 

responsive awareness to the everyday practices we are already engaged in 

(Adami, 2014b, p. 37). As Todd (2023) argues, what makes education educa-

tional is the embodied encounters in which ethical possibilities and risks arise. 

Therefore, I argue that a philosophical exploration of dignity as a regulative 

ideal in education needs to embrace embodied, sensed relationships. This re-

quires a focus on there being a dialogue and a movement, a dance, between 

the philosophical/theoretical level and the practical one.  

As my interest lies not only in creating a descriptive ethical dignity-lens for 

understanding ethical tensions between instrumental and intrinsic values in 

education, but also to explore how such understandings can be relevant to the 

lives of children and educators, the thesis has taken on an affirmative norma-

tive approach. An affirmative normative approach to research is one which 

upholds certain values as more ethically desirable than others, and seeks to 

argue for this position in a comprehensible, comprehensive and internally co-

hesive way, while also grounding the arguments in “real life” (Badersten, 

2006). Comprehensiveness and relevance for real-life relationships in a formal 

educational context means that I argue that dignity as committed non-attach-

ment (see section 1.3) is relevant in situations that vary on the spectrum of 

ethical intensity, from serious instances of dehumanization, infantilization and 

stigmatization (Sangiovanni, 2017) to more subtle and everyday interactions 

which run the risk of objectifying children, for instance by not granting them 

the benefit of the doubt (Adami 2025).  However, because the intention of this 

thesis is to inspire moral imagination in the everyday teacher-pupil interac-

tions (see chapter 4), the articles engage with examples that are on the subtler 

side of the spectrum. I also focus mainly on instances of objectification and 

instrumentalization because I find that these are the two forms of dignity-vio-

lations that are most commonly overlooked and perceived as benevolent. A 

reason for this, I believe, is that they are all too easily justified in the case of 

children in formal education, for the sake of education’s fostering and future-

oriented aspects.  Although subtle, constant exposure to these forms of objec-

tification and instrumentalization in relationships with an inherent asymmetry 

of power, both because of age, and because of the formal social roles of pupil 

and teacher, can be damaging to the psychological experience of dignity 

(Adami, 2025; Hicks, 2011).  

The thesis argues for a commitment to dignity in educational theory and 

practice because of the potential it has in ethically enriching relationships. For 

researchers and philosophers in education, an affirmative commitment to dig-

nity should entail seeking to move beyond static and reductionist understand-

ings of dignity as solely intrinsic, solely inflorescent, or solely attributed. For 

teachers, it should entail seeking to be in relationship with children in ways 

that affirm all three aspects of dignity according to the particular circum-

stances, the webs of relationships and their power-dynamics, and with regard 
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to the past and future contained in the present moment.  Although adopting a 

normative research approach, the value that I argue for is actually that of eth-

ical pluralism in the sense that I am advocating for a movement, or dance, 

between the three different aspects of dignity and embracing several meta-

ethical grounds for this comprehensive understanding of dignity. It is norma-

tive, because I argue for a commitment to dignity as a regulative ideal of striv-

ing to live morally, and to treat each other as having equal standing in relation 

to the potential for morality. It is affirmative, because I argue for the ethical 

importance of seeking to embody dignity in all its aspects in adult-child rela-

tionships. It is pluralistic in the sense that I am not advocating for any one 

aspect of dignity over another. 

Because of the affirmative normative aim of the study, the field of philos-

ophy of education is more appropriate than having a strictly descriptive em-

pirical approach, by for instance exploring children and teacher’s current un-

derstandings of dignity and their experiences of its realization or non-realiza-

tion. Although such research is highly valuable, and there are studies that do 

this in the context of higher education (De Wet et al., 2015; Stikholmen et al., 

2022a, 2022b; Tapola, 2011; Ziebertz, 2020), these do not connect their em-

pirical findings with philosophical conceptions of dignity, nor do they explic-

itly discuss the normative implications of their findings. What I think that 

these studies do show however, is that dignity is understood by teachers and 

students alike in mainly attributed ways, and that relationships between teach-

ers and students in higher education are affected by instrumental aims of edu-

cation and goal achievement to the detriment of relational and intrinsic values. 

They also suggest that it is not only students’ understandings of their own 

dignity as dependent on the approval of others that is exacerbated, but also 

that teachers can have understandings of themselves as simply conduits of so-

cietal norms (Stikholmen et al., 2022a, 2022b: Tapola, 2011). To me, this sug-

gests that not only are children in formal, compulsory educational systems 

particularly at risk of experiencing dignity-violations as they are subject to 

formalized asymmetrical power-relations, but also that all participants in ed-

ucational relationships, even adults, and especially teachers, are ethically im-

poverished by a lack of dignity-awareness. Since teachers in formal education 

are already involved in a practice that has a fostering, partly instrumental, el-

ement, this leads to a fourth argument, which is that it is of ethical importance 

to discuss the potential risks and ethical possibilities that this particular kind 

of relationship might entail.  

To address both the philosophical and current ethical needs of exploring 

meanings of dignity and how they are relevant to describing and transforming 

educational relationships and the risks of unethical instrumentality and objec-

tification therein, as well as the need for teachers to have ways to ethically 

reflect on these tensions in their everyday practice, the articles in this study 

uses paradigmatic examples, that is, examples chosen for their potential to 

ethically enrich practices within a profession (Tyson, 2016). These examples 
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are found from fiction and qualitative empirical research, in order to create a 

reflective movement, or dance, between theory and practice, between the 

macro- and the micro-levels and in different spheres, ontologically, epistemo-

logically and inter-relationally. 

 

1.3 Dignity reconstructed as committed non-attachment or 

a dance  

The two previous sections have discussed two important ideas. First, the need 

for a non-static, plural and relationally attuned regulative ideal that can both 

navigate tensions between different aspects of dignity on a theoretical level. 

Second, the need for a practical approach that could be enriching for adults in 

formal education navigating ethical tensions between different educational 

aims and different perspectives on their ethical responsibilities in relationship 

with children as moral beings. I have argued for how an explicit, comprehen-

sive and reconstructive exploration of dignity in relation to education has po-

tential in this regard. These two sections have also shown how the thesis con-

tributes to the research field on a theoretical level in three steps in the three 

articles respectively. First, by adding the concept of inflorescent dignity to the 

common binary between intrinsic and attributed dignity, and by redefining this 

not only as a process of realizing individual potential capabilities, but as a 

relational process of becoming. Second, by reconstructing intrinsic dignity, 

from being an essentialist capacity in humans as a species, to being an ethical 

regulative ideal to strive for. Third, by offering a fourth conceptualization of 

dignity which encompasses the other three aspects, and in which dignity is 

understood as a quality of moral awareness that entails an open-ended and 

relationally attuned movement, or dance, between the three different aspects. 

The metaphor of dance can of course invoke a plethora of images of differ-

ent kinds of dancing. For this thesis, the image of dance that has most com-

monalities with the movement of dignity as committed non-attachment that I 

argue for, is improvisational dance. However, this metaphor cannot be fully 

exhausted here and there will be elements of improvisational dance that are 

not appropriate for describing committed non-attachment. The elements of 

improvisational dance that I wish to highlight are: its indeterminacy; its rela-

tionality; the way it moves through risk and tension; its intentionality; and its 

way of relating to space and time.  

 

Indeterminacy 

 

Improvisational dance, like education, has an built-in tension in that it is inde-

terminate and open-ended at the same time as the persons engaging in it also 

come with their own agendas, both conscious and unconscious. In education, 

as described, the power-dynamics are skewed in the sense that it is the adults’ 
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agendas that have become institutionalized, and thus potentially have more 

force in formal educational relationships. For this reason, many situations in 

classrooms might ethically require a re-emphasis on the open-endedness of 

education. By likening the ethical attitude of a teacher to that of an improvi-

sational dancer, I mean to highlight the moral potentiality that lies in the edu-

cational encounter. That is, that the meaning of education cannot be predeter-

mined and fixed, but must be given space to emerge in the relationships with 

children. 

 

Relationality 

 

A precondition for morality, other than the open-endedness described above, 

is relationality. The way I understand relationality here is that we are in one 

sense separate beings who thus have the potential to affect each other in both 

affirming and harmful ways, but that we are in another sense interconnected 

to such a degree that we do not affect each other ex post facto, but that our 

very being together continually reshapes who we are. This is a fluid relation-

ality in which the boundaries between self, other and world are created in a 

relational space and change from moment to moment. To use an image evoked 

by Todd that lies close to my dance metaphor: the shoulder that my hand 

reaches for is not the same shoulder as the one which it reaches, and the hand 

that reaches is not the same as the one that lands (Todd, 2023, p.143).  

As will be discussed in more depth in chapter four, there is a certain degree 

of incommensurability between an intersubjective ethics and one in which the 

relationality itself is the precondition for moral subjectivity. However, I argue 

even here that we can move in between different understandings of relation-

ality, depending on what the moment requires. What I argue that we should 

avoid is static subject-object modes of relating in which our agendas (even 

ones that have been morally reflected and deliberated upon) are projected unto 

children. In an improvisational dance, the subject-object mode of relating 

could look unresponsive to the impulses from the music, other dancers, the 

audience and the physical space. In education, it could look like children get-

ting the sense that they are not active partakers in the meaning-making pro-

cess, but only passive recipients. Or, in more overt cases, like children being 

actively excluded from participation because of their perceived otherness, for 

example because of their norm-defying behavior. 

 

Risk and tension 

 

When we are thus exposed to the unknown in an encounter with otherness, a 

way of responding could be to seek to eliminate risks by setting very clear 

expectations. Biesta, mainly in The Beautiful Risk of Education (2013), prob-

lematizes this and seeks to instead encourage an embrace of the indeterminacy 

of education. For Biesta, the risk he refers to as beautiful is that we must run 
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the risk of our actions not being received in the way we had intended if we 

want education to be truly educational and to allow for the subjectivity of chil-

dren to arise. This is thus assuming that our intentions are benevolent. The 

way I use risk in this dissertation is more in the colloquial sense of the word 

and from the perspective of children. I mean that there is an ethical risk of 

children being harmed from unintended, subconscious, objectification and in-

strumentalization, even when the intentions are perceived as benevolent, par-

ticularly because they are often perceived as such.  

In improvisational dance, the intention that no one should be harmed is, of 

course, assumed. At the same time, for there to be potential for a broader array 

of interesting and artistic modes of expression, the moves are not determined 

in advance. The way to dance with the intensified fear of potentially harming 

others and of being harmed (whether physically, psychologically, emotionally 

or spiritually) is for an improvisational dancer to assume benevolent intent in 

others, and not over-estimate nor under-estimate one’s own abilities to convey 

our own good intentions. For instance, one should not, as I once did, assume 

that one can keep jumping on the same spot with one’s eyes closed without 

bumping into others if one has not practiced this before. Likewise, I argue 

throughout the thesis that teachers need to take on the beautiful, artistic, risk 

of their actions, plans, desires and ambitions being interrupted and to change 

trajectory in the encounter with the ever-emerging subjectivities of children, 

while also being cognizant of the ethical risk that every educational encounter 

can potentially be harmful to children in both subtle and overt ways.  

To practice committed non-attachment in education, I argue that both phi-

losophers of education and teachers need to practice embracing paradoxes and 

aporias, to engage in a form of ethical pluralism by honoring different values 

within our own being, for instance different aspects of dignity, even when they 

diverge from each other. Because of the precondition of relationality for eth-

ics, I also argue that one needs to practice keeping others within our ethical-

relational sphere, even when they commit unforgivable acts or assert unfor-

givable values. The use of the metaphor of dance as an artform is meant to 

point to the way ethics and education, like improvisational dance, are relation-

ally constituted and open-ended systems for meaning-making. Thus, when we 

encounter tensions within our being or with others, we do not immediately 

seek comfort by dissolving this tension or by disengaging, but rather, we seek 

to create meaning from it. This is how I see the role of intentionality. 

 

Intentionality 

 

The metaphor of dance brings aesthetics and ethics closer together in that 

when something occurs, we have no choice but to keep moving. Dance and 

ethics as relation share this inescapability. Dignity as committed non-attach-

ment thus means that even when harmful events happen, whether we see our-

selves as the cause of them or not, the ethical quality is determined by our 
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ability to bear the unbearable, to continue to move intentionally. To make our 

next action more meaningful.  The commitment in the concept of dignity as 

committed non-attachment thus refers to the intention to make meaning, to be 

open to the emergent subjectivity of the other, and to relate to others in un-

harmful, or even, hopefully, beautiful and joyful ways. The non-attachment 

refers to the practice of embracing tensions and living with risks because these 

are preconditions for meaningful relations with self, other and world. 

 

Relation to time and space 

 

The metaphor of dance to describe dignity as committed non-attachment also 

refers to a non-linear relation to time. Throughout the thesis I argue that edu-

cation can often be forward leaning in potentially harmfully instrumentalizing 

ways. Todd makes similar observations in The touch of the present where she 

distinguishes between five different, in my view ethically unsustainable, ways 

of relating to time in education (2023, p. 123): 

 

• Insomniac: moment to moment impulses. 

• Neurotic: overdetermination of present by the past (social determin-

ism). Anxiously waiting for the next developmental stage, and see-

ing these as clearly distinct from each other. 

• Nostalgic: nationalism and populism.  

• Anachronistic. Overdetermination of present by the future (instru-

mentalization). 

• Amnesiac: seeing the present as untainted and unrelated to past and 

future (color blindness, gender blindness etc.). 

Instead, Todd argues for a relation to time in education that Buddhist thinker 

Ogen refers to as “being time” which is: “that we are connected to all time and 

to all things, through the very movement that inheres the present” (Todd, 

2023, pp. 131-132). If we see the relation to time this way, I believe that we 

can avoid becoming too attached to particular imagined points in time and 

instead, like improvisational dancers, focus on the present moment that con-

tains both past and future.  

The relation to space for a dancer on a stage is similar to that of educational 

philosophers and practitioners seeking to embody dignity as committed non-

attachment in that there is again the inescapable imperative of ethical/aesthet-

ical meaning-making. That is, even our decision to not act will be received as 

action. Although the place or stage that this thesis is discussing is that of for-

mal compulsory education, the metaphorical stage is that of ethical relation. 

Therefore, it can be imagined to describe a kind of moral flexibility that is 

required in all kinds of settings and relationships. As will be further explored 

in chapter four, it is often problematic to assume that other dancers on the 

improvisational dance-stage of morals have the same training, background 
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and expectations. In relation to children, I argue that this is even more true. 

As explained, there are normative reasons to look closely at this particular 

context because it involves gross structural power-imbalances. To put it 

plainly, children are not participating freely, although it is our hope as adults 

that they will choose to engage. From the moment they enter the classroom 

for the first time, the lights on the shared metaphorical stage are on, and eve-

rything we do or do not do becomes part of the meaning-making process.  

Dignity as a quality of moral awareness described as the dance of commit-

ted non-attachment can be practiced in many ways and in different spheres, 

that is, in an ontological sphere, in an epistemological sphere and in a rela-

tional sphere. The research questions of the thesis (below) call for a commit-

ment to dignity that is directed towards researchers in educational philosophy, 

and to practitioners working within formal education, with a particular focus 

on the teacher-child relationship. The committed non-attachment to, or dance 

with, dignity should arguably be embodied in all spheres. In the meta-ethi-

cal/ontological sphere, I suggest that one practices not getting overly attached 

to any ontological claim about the grounds for dignity, whether these be es-

sentialist notions of freedom/autonomy/rationality or shared vulnerability/in-

terdependence, social construction, or the relational present moment encoun-

ter between self and other (see chapter 4). For philosophers in the field of 

education, this could mean not becoming overly attached to any one ethical 

theory, or any one aspect of dignity (see chapter 4). As will be discussed more 

in depth in chapter four, monistic views on ethics in this case limit the scope 

of dignity and the ethical potentiality of its three aspects. For those involved 

in educational practices, it could mean that our ethical-educational awareness 

should embrace the potentialities for morality to come both from a subject-

subject relationship, and as being created in a relational space, regarding our-

selves intermittently as separate, interconnected, interdependent and as 

unique, re-emerging, appearances of one consciousness. 

I argue that intrinsic dignity is affirmed by acknowledging the equal stand-

ing of children and adults in relation to the potentiality for morality (Bahizi, 

2024a). Affirming inflorescent dignity in adult-child relationships in formal 

education should enhance instances of children becoming aware of, and real-

izing, moral subjectivity, as well as other valuable potential capabilities, with-

out over-emphasizing future-oriented striving, or exaggerating the role of 

identities and attributes, and without losing attunement to the present-moment 

encounter (Mollvik, 2021).  In some instances, it could even mean emphasiz-

ing the fostering aspects of education, and thus the attributed aspect of dignity, 

as long as one does not get stuck there and lose touch with one’s own ethical 

beingness and that of children. In the epistemological sphere, both scholars in 

philosophy of education and practitioners might recognize that the potentiality 

for dignity in every encounter, the intrinsic value of the highest good, will 

never be fully completed and actualized, and that we must be compassionate 

with ourselves when we inevitably fail to hold on to it. Finally, in the relational 
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sphere, we recognize how we are moved by the tensions, pushes and pulls of 

the desires of self, other and world. This means not becoming overly attached 

to labels, attributes or static and reductionist binaries such as teacher-student, 

adult-child, fully autonomous-not yet autonomous, et cetera. 

 

1.4 Aim and research questions 

The aim of this study is to argue for a commitment to dignity in educational 

philosophy and practice as an ethical regulative ideal, relational process of 

becoming, and quality of moral awareness, relevant to educational relation-

ships between children and adults in formal educational settings running the 

risk of unethical instrumentalization and objectification. This entails philo-

sophically exploring and arguing for the relevance of dignity, both on a con-

ceptual level, as well as on a practical and ethical level. Therefore, the call for 

a commitment to dignity is directed towards researchers in educational phi-

losophy, and to practitioners working within formal education who are seek-

ing to realize different educational aims, with a particular focus on chil-

dren/pupils and teachers’ ethical responsibility towards children. 

 

The research questions read as follows: 

 

1. How can a comprehensive ethical-educational conceptualization of 

dignity be understood in regard to inherent tensions in relationships 

between children and adults in formal education involving the risks 

of unethical objectification and instrumentalization? (Articles 1 and 

2)  

2. How can a comprehensive understanding of dignity be embodied in 

educational relationships between children and adults in formal edu-

cational settings? (Article 3) 

 

1.5 Overview of the chapters  

Throughout this thesis, I will explore different conceptions of dignity, and ar-

gue for how dignity can be understood to have relevance in addressing objec-

tification and instrumentalization in child-adult relationships in formal educa-

tional settings. In the following chapter two, I will discuss how dignity has 

potential in this regard. The first argument is that dignity is a concept that 

historically has been used to describe the principle of equal moral worth, and 

for appealing to intrinsic value rather than another external value. Thus, it can 

critique objectification and instrumentalization from an ethical perspective, 

both on a political level, on the curriculum level, as well as on the relational 

level. I will argue in chapter two that the way dignity has been understood in 

the past can be summarized by Sulmasy’s three aspects of dignity as intrinsic, 
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inflorescent and attributed (Sulmasy, 2006, 2007) and that the theoretical 

framework of Sulmasy has potential descriptive and normative power as a 

starting point for the thesis’ aim of normative philosophical exploration. I will 

also briefly describe how the articles of this thesis seek to expand on Sul-

masy’s three-dimensional conception of dignity by providing an ethical-edu-

cational approach to the three aspects. This approach to dignity as a quality of 

moral awareness and enactment is described as committed non-attachment us-

ing the metaphor of a dance.  In the second part of the second chapter, I de-

scribe the field of education as a practice and the role that dignity and human 

rights have in relation to formal education globally.  

The second argument, discussed in chapter three, is that other critical phil-

osophical perspectives and concepts such as Cosmopolitan Education and Hu-

man Rights Education (HRE) have the normative potential of offering critique 

of instrumentalization and objectification as well, but only if cosmopolitanism 

or human rights are interpreted in relational, non-reifying, ways (Adami, 

2014; Schumann, 2020). Because of the history of the usages of the concept 

of dignity to describe intrinsic value, and more recently, equal moral worth 

(Bowie, 2011; Jämterud, 2016; Kateb, 2011; Nordenfelt, 2021; Rosen, 2012, 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2023), I will argue that it is more easily 

applicable to the intra/inter-relational level. I will also seek to address the ar-

guments of Andrea Sangiovanni (2017) who claims that the concept of dignity 

is too closely associated with ideas of human essentialism, and that it should 

be replaced by the concept of “humanity” instead. This will be more explored 

in the last section of chapter three. 

The fourth chapter makes use of the dance -metaphor in describing how I, 

myself, have approached the ontological and epistemological tensions be-

tween the thinkers I have chosen to engage with in the different articles – Ar-

istotle, Kant, Nussbaum, Biesta and Todd. I especially address the tension be-

tween the subject-subject ontology of Aristotle, Kant and Nussbaum that I en-

ter into dialogue with in the first two articles and the relational ontology of 

Biesta and Todd which is discussed in the third article. In this chapter I further 

elaborate on how the dance and committed non-attachment is my theoretical 

contribution as well as a methodological contribution, as it provides a fluidity 

of movement between the abovementioned, traditionally separated, philo-

sophical schools of thought. In the last two parts of this chapter, I turn to ques-

tions of methodology and method. Here I discuss the importance of narratives 

in ethics as a process of contextualizing and providing ways for re-imagina-

tion. I also argue for my choice to search for paradigmatic examples. I go on 

to give an account of my research process and delimitations in each of the 

articles of the thesis.  
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2 Contextualizing, revitalizing and recon-

structing dignity 

In the following I will explain some historical contexts, research contexts, and 

global societal contexts that make dignity a concept worth more in-depth re-

flection in current times, particularly within the field of education. I will begin 

with a brief historical overview of dignity as a concept within western philos-

ophy more generally, and continue to explain how the theoretical framework 

offered by Sulmasy (2006, 2007) is a good starting point for further inquiry 

and how I reconstruct it. I will further reiterate the reasons why I have chosen 

formal educational relationships between adults and children, particularly 

those between teachers and pupils, as the more delimitated context in which 

to explore the relevance of dignity. Through grounding dignity in a historical, 

as well as contemporary social, and educational contexts, I add arguments for 

the aim of the thesis that could not be included in the scope of the articles. 

 

2.1  Three philosophical traditions on the idea of dignity 

In European philosophy, dignity has slowly evolved over time and become 

more and more central. This is because the ethical issue at stake in the dis-

course on dignity is what it could mean to speak of someone or something as 

having moral worth. That is, what is the grounding, the scope, and possible 

types of moral worth, and what implications do these understandings of moral 

worth/dignity have for how we treat each other (Formosa & Mackenzie, 

2014). It is possible to divide the historical development of the European phil-

osophical discourse on dignity into three phases. The first phase is what Pat-

rick Hayden in Philosophy of Human Rights (2001) calls the “classical” phase, 

which is based on Ancient Greek philosophy, Judeo-Christian scripture, and 

Roman moral and legal thought (Hayden, 2001, p. 3). Hayden traces strands 

of thought in Aristotle, Cicero, Thomas Aquinas and Hugo Grotius that point 

to an understanding of moral worth (and thus dignity) that is attributed to those 

beings who are able to live in accordance with the natural, or by God given, 

moral law. This ability is ascribed to the human capacity for reason (Hayden, 

2001, p. 4). Similarly, Rebecca LeMoine (2020) traces ideas of about a base-

line of moral worth in Ancient Greek texts by for instance Homer, Aeschylus, 

Herodotos and Plato, as well as Aristotle. In some of these texts, moral worth 

is attributed to other human beings regardless of their status, for example when 

Homer describes in the Iliad how it is immoral to desecrate the dead body of 

the defeated Trojan hero Hector, even though he was an enemy (LeMoine, 

2020). In other writings, such as Plato’s Republic or Aristotle’s Politics, LeM-

oine (2020) shows how moral worth instead is equated with how we are per-

ceived by others to live virtuously and pursue the Good. In this view, moral 
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worth is organized in a hierarchical fashion in which animals are perceived as 

‘below’ humans because of their lack of reason. Even in between humans, 

according to the attributed idea of moral worth found in much of Ancient 

Greek and Roman philosophy, there are social hierarchies that affect our abil-

ity to exercise morality, and thus our moral status lies in how well we fill the 

role of our social position. Being a morally good person thus requires different 

virtues depending on our social status, and although our moral worth is in 

theory equal, there are less domains in which to exercise morality for a slave, 

for example, in comparison with a free citizen of Athens or a member of the 

Roman senate. 

In the second phase, these ideas became gradually secularized in the 17th 

and 18th centuries, beginning with Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) and perhaps 

most encapsulated in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). In the 

most common interpretations of Kant, human beings are thought to have in-

herent dignity because of the species-specific natural capacity for reason, and 

thus humans have moral freedom to come to an understanding of, and to con-

sciously choose or reject to live for, the highest good. Because the capacity of 

reason and freedom is universal, we must also treat other (potentially reason-

ing and autonomous) beings as equal to us, and never as a mere means to our 

own instrumental ends  (Hayden, 2001, p. 6; Kateb, 2011; Nordenfelt, 2021; 

Rosen, 2012; Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2023). According to such 

an interpretation of Kant, dignity describes inherent and inalienable moral 

worth that is grounded in the species-specific human capacity for reason and 

autonomy, which has the implication that all other humans should be treated 

as ends in themselves, never merely as means. Other proponents of similar 

natural rights-theories were Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), John Locke (1632-

1704), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) and 

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) (Hayden, 2001, p. 7). Politically, this also 

came to mean that authoritarian rule could be morally questioned and over-

thrown if it was not able to uphold the inherent/natural rights of its citizens. 

The founding documents of the revolutions in France and former British 

America thus begin with formulations such as: “Men [sic!] are born and re-

main free and equal in rights” (France, 1789, Declaration on the Rights of Man 

and of the Citizen). In this phase, in contrast to the previous phase, the social 

hierarchies are viewed not as natural or of God given, but as socially con-

structed, and therefore open to revision when those in power fail to respect 

and enable the equal freedom and dignity of all. However, here too, the ground 

for moral worth, dignity and rights was perceived to be the capacity for reason, 

which in the moral imaginations of many at the time, excluded those perceived 

as ‘other.’ 

The third phase, in the 21st century, is characterized by a move towards a 

broader variety of views on the justification of rights, and thus the grounding 

and scope of dignity beyond the species-specific human capacity for reason, 

which in practice has also often been perceived as gender-, age-, race- and 
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culture specific. These views range from a neo-Aristotelean grounding of dig-

nity in the capacity for striving and flourishing (Nussbaum, 2011) to rejections 

of any idea of inherent or natural human essential properties as possible 

grounds for rights (Rorty, 1993) and postmodern, postcolonial and feminist 

critiques of the human-rights paradigm as having imperialistic and othering 

effects (Derrida in Borradori, 2003; Douzinas, 2000; Mouffe, 2014; Mutua, 

2008; Young, 1990). 

The examples of Nussbaum and Rorty could be said to represent different 

sides of the spectrum between universalism and constructionism. Whereas 

Nussbaum argues for an expansion of the understanding of the core elements 

of living a dignified human life to include other capabilities than merely that 

of practical reason, by adding for instance the importance of imagination, rest, 

play, emotions and relationships with others and the environment (Nussbaum, 

1992, 2011), Rorty argues instead that it is the preoccupation with determining 

the ‘essence’ of being human that causes violence towards those who are con-

sidered to be lacking of this said essence (Rorty, 1993). He argues further that 

it is an unfruitful endeavor to try to logically persuade people to care about the 

innate dignity of others, and that we should rather concentrate on fostering 

emotions of concern for other’s actual needs (Rorty, 1993). Interestingly 

enough, both Nussbaum and Rorty come to similar conclusions on how to 

achieve less violence and discrimination and more wellbeing, namely, through 

education, in combination with real material and structural global justice and 

equity, both of which they believe will give people more space and time to 

reflect upon their moral lives, and to have the capacity to expand their circle 

of concern beyond the mere survival of themselves and their intimate circle of 

inter-relationships (Nussbaum, 1992, 2011; Rorty, 1993). I argue that this en-

tails, if not overlapping ontological claims about the ground for dignity, then 

at least overlapping epistemological claims on how moral behavior is best 

brought about in humans, namely that morality is not given, but is learned in 

community, and that it begins with our early experiences of safety and inter-

dependence. I also interpret both Nussbaum and Rorty as well as the postmod-

ern, postcolonial and feminist critique of essentialism mentioned above, as 

sharing a common concern with problematizing a view of dignity as intrinsic 

but becoming mainly attributive in practice, and as tied to a too narrow, or too 

fixed, list of capabilities.  

From this brief historical overview of European philosophical thought on 

moral worth, dignity and human rights, I argue that a comprehensive under-

standing of dignity that I develop from a normative perspective is rooted in 

these three philosophical traditions. These can also be clearly linked to the 

theoretical framework developed by Sulmasy (2006, 2007). First, dignity as 

attributed value according to one’s moral conduct; second, as intrinsic value 

grounded in the moral law itself, or alternatively, in the human capacity for 

reason; and third, as a process of flourishing. This is one argument for why I 

use this theoretical framework as a starting-point for the study. Sulmasy 



28 

(2007) also argues that his framework is meant to describe the overall aspects 

of the historical usage of the concept in Ancient Greek and mainly Roman 

philosophy, and to a lesser degree in original Judeo-Christian scriptures (Sul-

masy, 2007, pp. 10-12). It is important to note that the meaning that the word 

dignity has been afforded in the human rights discourse as being the inaliena-

ble, immeasurable equal worth or value of each human being, simply qua hu-

man being, is a recent phenomenon that cannot be so easily traced back to 

Ancient Greek, Roman or Christian roots (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philoso-

phy, 2023) or even Kantian origins (Sensen, 2011; Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, 2023). However, if one expands the historical inquiry into one of 

looking into the different ways that the idea of moral worth has been concep-

tualized, rather than limiting the scope of dignity to its contemporary usages 

in human rights discourse, there are connections to be found (LeMoine, 2020). 

This is probably why many of the same historical sources of dignity in the 

European philosophical tradition as those mentioned above, are often cited 

(Bowie, 2011; Hayden, 2001; Jämterud, 2016; Kateb. 2011; Nordenfelt, 2021; 

Rosen, 2012; Sensen, 2011; Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2023; Sul-

masy, 2006, 2007).  

In the first two articles of the thesis, I engage in a revitalization and recon-

struction of the inflorescent and intrinsic aspects of dignity respectively. I re-

vitalize the aspect of inflorescent dignity in a broader philosophical context as 

well as in an educational context in the first article, and offer a reconstruction 

of it that makes it more relationally attuned (Mollvik, 2021). In the second 

article, I reconstruct intrinsic dignity by de-coupling it from its meta-ethical 

grounding in the assumed essential capability for reason in humans as a spe-

cies (Bahizi, 2024a). Through these reconstructions, the concept of dignity, as 

it is now formulated in human rights documents and in international law on 

children’s rights to education discussed in the following section, can be more 

comprehensively understood and can withstand the critique that it is too es-

sentialist, or too vague, to be a relevant ethical-educational ideal to strive for. 

 

2.2 Dignity in relation to education  

As described, education’s meaning and aims has been a topic for philosophy 

for centuries. The critique of over-instrumentalization of education to the det-

riment of the intrinsic value of education as affirming the dignity of persons, 

is also not new. It is present in for example Plato’s comparison between Ath-

ens and Sparta in The Republic, in which he argues that education that engages 

the reflective and critical minds of people instead of submitting them to mind-

less drilling-exercises, is an education worthy of its name (LeMoine, 2020). 

However, it is only in relatively recent history that education first has become 

available to a majority of children globally, and where efforts have later been 

made to make this access equitable and inclusive (UNESCO, 1994, Salamanca 

Declaration). The formalizing of education has been driven by societal and 
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economic changes brought about by the industrial revolution in the 19th cen-

tury, and later the technological advances leading to increased and faster 

global interconnectivity, mobility and trade in the 20th century and into the 

21st. There is a twofold motivation for how formal education is seen to meet 

these developments. Firstly, there is the societal, collective, need to instill both 

the necessary skills, as well as the attitudes and values, that are deemed fitting 

in order for the collective to prosper and continue these new ways of life. This, 

I will argue, can be seen as the source of attributed dignity in education.  Sec-

ond, there is the need for individuals to be given equitable chances to survive, 

and hopefully thrive, under the current circumstances. This second motivation 

has also meant that there is an increasing recognition of education as a right, 

which can be connected to understandings of dignity as intrinsic and inflo-

rescent. Formal education thus has strong instrumental force, in the sense that 

it is about imposing an agenda onto children, with a hope that they will them-

selves come to embrace this agenda, and thus contribute to the current ways 

of life. While the formalization and publicness of education gives many more 

children a much broader range of opportunities for flourishing, and this is be-

ing recognized as a right, more children today are also being exposed through 

compulsory education to societal- state- and global economic powers, all of 

which may have differed and often conflicting agendas. While there is risk of 

unethical instrumentality and objectification in all relationships, also in learn-

ing relationships in informal settings, such as between a parent/guardian and 

a child, the aim of this study is to focus on the particular power-dynamics that 

have emerged as a result of the advent of compulsory, formal and public edu-

cation brought about by modernity. 

As previously mentioned, there is a range of reactions to modernity and 

conceptions of what role education has to play in the socialization of future 

generations (attributive dignity). To reiterate some common examples: there 

are capitalist interests that seek to prepare children to become productive on a 

competitive market (Teixeira, 2020); there are political interests in fostering 

future critically thinking, cosmopolitan, citizens who will be able to partici-

pate in democratic processes (Papastephanou, 2013; Rönnström, 2015, 2019; 

Schumann, 2020) and there is also an interest in fostering children to become 

cognizant and respectful of human rights, social justice, peace, and environ-

mental sustainability, and to be engaged in promoting these values in trans-

formational ways (Elfert, 2018; Reardon, 1995). All of these aims as well as 

others co-exist in educational policy documents on both the international and 

the national levels, yet with varying emphasis (Elfert, 2018). On a societal 

level then, there are demands on education that are sometimes explicitly artic-

ulated in legally binding policy documents, and sometimes not. When state 

parties to international agreements on education express the aims of education 

with differing emphasis, in between states, in between different documents 

within a state, and even within the same documents, without active involve-

ment of those whom these documents affect, namely children and educators, 
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this can become a democratic problem of accountability when combined with 

the undercurrent of instrumentality as an inherent function of formal education 

(Biesta, 2013, 2015, 2020). However, this does not only raise the question of 

accountability, but also raises deeper ethical and relational questions of how 

children are viewed by society and by educators, and how they are treated 

throughout the educational system, for instance in regard to how they are per-

ceived as moral subjects in their own right.  I will argue that these ethical and 

relational questions also affect how teachers view themselves and their role as 

enforcers, enablers or co-creators in the process of carrying out educational 

aims. It is from an ethical perspective that I will argue that dignity has poten-

tial not only to theoretically address the underlying instrumental strains of ed-

ucation’s socializing and qualificational functions (Biesta, 2013, 2015, 2020), 

but also to be practically relevant as a quality of moral awareness in teacher-

child relationships. The thesis thus offers a perspective-shift from a focus on 

what the aims of education should be, to a focus on how they should be carried 

out. At the same time, the thesis’ arguments for dignity as an ethical ideal, 

process, and quality of moral awareness in education partly rest on the con-

cept’s embeddedness in human rights documents. 

Since the end of the Second World War and the Holocaust, dignity has be-

come a central concept in the formulation of international human rights docu-

ments and subsequent human rights discourse. The concept of dignity, used to 

describe the inherent value of life, not instrumental value, carries great sym-

bolic weight in the original human rights documents and it can be argued that 

it is the foundation of rights (Jämterud, 2016, pp. 59-60; Schultziner 2007, p. 

76). The Preamble of the Declaration of Human Rights from 1948 begins with 

a set of motivations for the need of the formulation of the document, the first 

two paragraphs of which are:  

Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable 

rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice 

and peace in the world, 

Whereas disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous 

acts which have outraged the conscience of mankind, and the advent of a world 

in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom 

from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the com-

mon people […] (United Nations, 1948, International Declaration of Human 

Rights, preamble) 

 

The words of the preamble express a hope that respect for dignity and hu-

man rights will prevent wars and extreme acts of discriminating violence and 

dehumanization against people. These sentiments reverberate throughout sub-

sequent human rights conventions and are present in the preamble of the Con-

vention on the Rights of the Child, formulated about 40 years later:  
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Considering that the child should be fully prepared to live an individual life in 

society, and brought up in the spirit of the ideals proclaimed in the Charter of 

the United Nations, and in particular in the spirit of peace, dignity, tolerance, 

freedom, equality and solidarity […] (United Nations, 1989, International Con-

vention on the Rights of the Child, preamble) 

 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), which has been ratified by 

193 out of 195 United Nation member states, also declares education to have 

a role in promoting the principles of the Charter. In article 29, the aims of 

education are set forth, the first two of which are:  

(a) The development of the child's personality, talents and mental and physical 

abilities to their fullest potential; 

(b) The development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, 

and for the principles enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations. (United 

Nations, 1989, International Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 29 

a-b) 

 

Thus, dignity has been internationally recognized as having normative force, 

and the aims of education as formulated by the United Nations are both about 

recognizing education as a right (intrinsic dignity) that children are afforded 

in order to develop to their fullest potential (inflorescent dignity), and as hav-

ing the socializing function (attributed dignity) of fostering children to respect 

dignity in others. When education has been recognized as an individual right 

in this way, while there is simultaneously an inbuilt instrumental aspect of 

formal compulsory education, there is a re-emerging need in present times to 

philosophically address this field of ethical tension between education’s dual 

focus on both individuals and the collective, through the very concept that is 

at the core of the rights discourse.  

In this chapter I have shown that the concept of dignity as an ideal of equal 

moral worth has been understood in the past in three different ways, which 

correspond to the three different aspects of dignity that I further develop. It is 

also possible to find traces of these three aspects of dignity in the United Na-

tions’ Declaration on the Rights of the Child (1989) where the aims of educa-

tion are stated. However, these aspects have historically sprung out of tradi-

tionally separated philosophical traditions, mainly the Aristotelean and Stoic 

ones during antiquity, gone through shifts during the Reformation and En-

lightenment in both secular and Christian thought, and only since the for-

mation of the United Nations after the Second World War been encapsulated 

in international law and put in relation to education. These later formulations 

of dignity in human rights documents also have a much stronger emphasis on 

intrinsic dignity than earlier in history. At the same time, intrinsic dignity has 

been challenged for being too essentialist (Rorty, 1993; Sangiovanni, 2017). 

Because of this critique, I offer a reconstruction of both inflorescent and in-

trinsic dignity in my first and second articles (Article 1, Mollvik, 2021 and 
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Article 2, Bahizi, 2024a), where I engage with interpretations of two of the 

philosophical traditions of inflorescent and intrinsic dignity, namely Aristotle 

and Kant respectively. Through interpretations of Aristotle and Kant that nu-

ance the meta-ethical grounding of moral worth, from an over-emphasis on 

the capacity for rationality in humans as a species, to a relational understand-

ing of dignity as an ideal and process of mutual striving towards realizing the 

potential for morality, I reach a comprehensive understanding of dignity that 

is more relevant to educational practice and to relationships between children 

and adults in formal education. In the second section I have also shown how 

modern usages of the concept of dignity in relation to education have a strong 

emphasis on dignity as a value that justifies education as a right in itself and 

as a way to realize further rights of children, while simultaneously being tied 

to the socializing and qualificational functions of education. In the following 

chapter, I will discuss how other philosophers within the field of philosophy 

of education have dealt with the risks of instrumentalization and objectifica-

tion in educational practices. 
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3 Dignity and alternative concepts 

 

In this third chapter, I will relate the dignity perspective that I am proposing 

to three other perspectives within the field of philosophy of education which 

also address the risks of instrumentality and objectification of children in for-

mal education, namely Human Rights Education (Adami), Cosmopolitan Ed-

ucation (Schumann and Papastephanou) and Ethics of Care in Education 

(Noddings). I will engage with critique of stagnant, reified, and reductionistic 

understandings of dignity and human rights within the field of philosophy of 

education. By engaging with philosophers with whom I share common 

ground, and by discussing convergencies and divergencies, it is my purpose 

to define further the possibilities that the concept of dignity has in providing 

complementary and elaborated ideas to these existing clusters of thought. This 

chapter also serves to deepen my conceptualization of dignity within theory 

and practice through dialogue with closely related concepts in the aforemen-

tioned fields. I draw on critical human rights education scholars like Rebecca 

Adami in being aware of the importance of not only treating dignity in human 

rights discourse as a legal concept, but as an inherently ethical concept, thus 

related to other notions of relationality, narrativity and uniqueness. In close-

ness to critical cosmopolitan scholars like Claudia Schumann and Marianna 

Papastephanou I then propose that dignity as a concept should avoid being 

treated in reifying ways that inhibit the openness with which we need to ap-

proach contextual understandings of dignity. Having placed such understand-

ings in conversation with an emphasis on the ethics of dignity, I turn to Nel 

Noddings when discussing how we nonetheless should avoid treating dignity 

as inherently good without the mindfulness that dignity is enacted in relations 

between adults and children where power and asymmetry also play important 

parts of such enactments. In the fourth section, I will also engage with the 

work of Andrea Sangiovanni, within the field of philosophy more broadly, 

who argues that dignity is a concept too closely linked to capacities and attrib-

utes and instead suggests “humanity” as a regulative ideal (Sangiovanni, 

2017). However, since I have argued earlier in chapter two that dignity is al-

ready a concept endorsed through human rights documents and customary in-

ternational law, and which is already being discussed within human rights ed-

ucation, I offer a reconstruction of the concept of dignity rather than a dismis-

sal of it. When it comes to “humanity” I argue that this concept is too narrow 

as it does not include other species or the environment, the respect for which 

are nearly universally endorsed educational aims (UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, article 29). I will further discuss the way Sangiovanni 

defines objectification and instrumentalization, and argue that the conceptual-

ization of dignity as having three aspects can problematize such phenomena 
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from an ethical standpoint in a more accurate and nuanced way than Sangio-

vanni’s conception of “humanity” can. 

 

3.1  Dignity and Human Rights Education  

Alternative responses to the human capital approach to education (Teixeira, 

2020) than reflections on dignity are Human Rights Education (HRE) and 

Cosmopolitan Education. Human Rights Education is a practical field and a 

research field that has grown partly out of the work of the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The aims of 

HRE as they are defined in the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights 

Education and Training (UNDHRET) are: 

 

a) Education about human rights, which includes providing knowledge 

and understanding of human rights norms and principles, the values 

that underpin them and the mechanism for their protection; 

b) Education through human rights, which includes learning and teaching 

in a way that respects the rights of both educators and learners; 

c) Education for human rights, which includes empowering persons to 

enjoy and exercise their rights and to respect and uphold the rights of 

others. (United Nations, 2011, article 2a-c) 

 

The human rights education framework thus provides alternative aims to ed-

ucation than capitalistic or nationalistic ones, and can even be said to often be 

in opposition with capitalist aims (Crouch, 2003; Jerome, 2011; Sahlberg, 

2010; United Nations, 2014). In a report, the UN Special Rapporteur on the 

Right to Education, Kishore Singh, offers a critique of capitalist aims of edu-

cation and argues that for instance privatization and marketization of educa-

tion is “by definition […] detrimental to education as a public good and viti-

ates the humanistic mission of education” (United Nations, 2014, p. 20). The 

critique here is that marketization and narrow capitalistic and nationalistic 

aims of education contort ethical relationships where teachers are given the 

role of “service providers” and children (and more so their parents), are given 

the role of “consumers.” Instead, HRE as a practical field is thought to pro-

mote a view of education as a public good and as an individual right for chil-

dren (Jerome, 2018, p. 50). 

Although HRE may offer critique of capitalist aims for education, several 

researchers within the research field of HRE have also pointed out the risk of 

HRE not living up to its full potential if understood solely in terms of the first 

formulation of its aims, education about human rights (Adami, 2014b, 2014c; 

Jerome, 2018; Todres & Kilkelly, 2022). When seen through a relational and 

transformational lens, HRE has both ethical potential for dignity, but also for 

dignity violations in the form of harmful objectification and instrumentaliza-

tion of children. For example, Jerome (2018) describes how teachers can be 
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conservative in their interpretation of HRE and teach human rights through 

uncritically assuming traditional authoritarian modes of interacting with chil-

dren, by de-politicizing human rights by regarding them as simply substitutes 

for other values such as “kindness,” or by emphasizing children’s “responsi-

bilities” rather than their rights (Jerome, 2018, pp. 53-54). In all of these cases, 

children are objectified and treated as instruments in the sense that they be-

come receptacles of human rights-knowledge that is pre-defined through the 

teachers’ interpretations. Another instance of teaching about human rights that 

can de-politicize the HRE-project is when human rights are only taught as a 

legal fait accompli (Orend, 2008, pp. 61-80, cited in Adami, 2015, p. 76). Cen-

tral to the problematizations of education about human rights, in my view, is 

that the intersubjectivity of the child-adult relationship is not taken into ac-

count, and that children are not viewed as moral and political subjects in their 

own right where their participation in the learning encounter can give rise to 

re-imaginings of what human rights can be and for whom. For, as Adami 

(2015) writes:  

Within a human rights discourse, there is a possibility to critically question the 

laws that abide in a given society, and also to question the current legal defini-

tions of who is regarded as equal before the law, and who is included to partic-

ipate in the polis. (Adami, 2015, p. 76) 

 

With a dignity perspective on these issues, the inter-relational aspects of 

HRE gain importance as it is possible to see how human rights can be taught 

in ways that are dignity-violating. The concept of dignity is arguably well-

suited for discussing the inter-relational aspects of human rights, perhaps even 

more so than the HRE-discourse itself, because of its less legalistic connota-

tions. Although one could argue that the term “dignity-violation” should be 

conserved for cases of moral atrocities such as torture and genocide (Hanna, 

2021), I argue that dignity is an ethical concept that can just as well be de-

scriptive of the kind of micro-aggressions that happen in everyday encounters, 

that would perhaps not reach the threshold of rights-violations in a legal sense 

of the word. Hicks (2011), conceptualizing dignity from a psychological per-

spective, explains how violations of dignity sometimes aren’t counted as 

rights-violations, but that they are as psychologically damaging and cause 

“emotional wounds.” Hicks gives examples of dignity violations such as ex-

clusion and unfair treatment (Hicks, 2011, p. 18). Thus, an awareness of how 

vulnerable our psychological sense of dignity is to violations is essential for 

its realization. The school-environment, I find, is a space where there is high 

risk of these kinds of dignity-violations. For instance, Frank Margonis points 

out in his critical article of “zero-tolerance discipline” that the label “trouble-

maker” is “a totalizing description which does violence to a student” (Mar-

gonis, 2015, p. 3). A totalizing label, I would argue, signifies a reductionist 

view of children’s beingness that is a form of stigmatization and ethically 
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harmful objectification. In my third article (Bahizi, 2024b), I describe the eth-

ical problem with certain forms of objectification as those instances when one 

becomes too rigid in a subject-object relationship with children in which 

teaching is something that we as teachers ‘do’ and that children are the recip-

ients of, and when dignity is understood as mainly attributive, and teachers are 

given the power to confer or withdraw dignity from their students and pupils. 

Totalizing labels could be a part of such a process, as could even more subtle 

assertions of power and control. Hence, I argue that a comprehensive concep-

tion of dignity has the potential to offer critique of ethically harmful interac-

tions that can occur even when there is a benevolent intention to teach human 

rights, and that such a philosophical exploration could be complementary to 

the existing critique of HRE that is too narrowly focused on teaching about 

human rights, rather than teaching through human rights and in relationships 

(Adami, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). 

 

3.2 Dignity and Cosmopolitanism 

As with HRE, cosmopolitan education can address the unethicality of nation-

alism and capitalism in schooling through suggesting other social imaginaries 

for education, such as democratic citizenship, deliberative participation and 

plurality. However, this requires that “cosmopolitan citizenship” is not prede-

fined and fixed as yet another totalizing label (Rönnström, 2016a, 2019; Schu-

mann, 2020; Papastephanou, 2013). Marianna Papasthephanou writes:  

Much of the current discourse on cosmopolitanism operates within a subject-

object philosophy of consciousness, where a self is confronted with the global 

[…] The thinking subject considers herself a citizen of the entire world without 

fathoming this symbolic citizenship in terms of how others feel, experience and 

assess the accuracy and/or effects of the self-image that she maintains. (Pa-

pastephanou, 2013, p. 185) 

 

Instead of a “subject-object philosophy of consciousness”, Papastephanou ad-

vocates a move to a more relational view of cosmopolitanism in which cos-

mopolitanism is de-coupled from fixed identity, but rather re-imagined as an 

ethical ideal and imperfect pursuit of “wisdom” and “goodness” (Papastepha-

nou, 2013, pp. 190-193). Similarly, in my second article (Bahizi, 2024a), I 

reconstruct the elements of dignity found in common interpretations of Kant 

in which intrinsic dignity is tied to the capacity for rationality in humans as a 

species, to a more fluid conceptualization of intrinsic dignity as a regulative 

ideal of striving to be in harmony with the moral law. The concept of dignity 

thus offers an ethical lens from which to critique totalizing conceptions of 

cosmopolitanism as those Papastephanou criticizes, that is even more attuned 

to relationships between adults and children in formal education. For instance, 
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if a teacher would impose an expectation on children to adopt a fixed cosmo-

politan identity, the conceptualization of dignity as a regulative ideal to strive 

for would require of teachers to instead affirm intrinsic dignity in these rela-

tionships by regarding themselves and children as equal participants in the 

never-ending process of striving for moral standing in relation to self, other 

and the world.  

In her doctoral dissertation on cosmopolitanism and education, Claudia 

Schumann (2020) explores how a critical cosmopolitanism could be under-

stood as a critique of reification, following the work of Axel Honneth. Reifi-

cation is defined by Honneth as: “forgetfulness of a primary form of recogni-

tion” (Honneth cited in Schumann, 2012, p. 223) and can be used to critique 

those instances when objectification becomes unethical because of reification 

of either universals or of difference (Schumann, 2020, p. 11). I agree with 

Schumann’s reading of Honneth on the importance of being able to critique 

static and reductionist understandings of both universalism and difference. 

This is done by pointing out when universalism is misconstrued as sameness 

because of certain fixed traits and capacities that all humans share, and when 

difference is likewise misconstrued as only being about how our traits and 

capacities are uniquely composed. I understand reification in similar ways as 

I understand dignity-violations. That is, dignity-violations are in many cases 

instances of unethical objectification and instrumentalization through over-

emphasis on subject-object relations and a narrowing of our perceptions of 

others as either sharing or not sharing certain fixed identities, capacities or 

traits. For example, in my first article (Mollvik, 2021) I argue that there is a 

risk of understanding inflorescent dignity as only striving for the realization 

of different capabilities drawing on Nussbaum’s capabilities approach. In the 

example which I philosophize together with in the article, I bring out how 

there is a risk involved in that one would perhaps over-emphasize the aspect 

of the main character being illiterate with the potential for literacy, or as a 

vulnerable victim suffering from an abusive past, and under-value the present-

moment relationship. Although I do engage with reconstructions of universal-

ism as a totalizing identity category and difference in similar ways as Pa-

pastephanou and Schumann do, I also add the perspective of dignity-aware-

ness as movement in the field of tension between universalism and difference 

that remains despite reconstruction of them.  

Honneth’s conception of recognition as described by Schumann also has 

similarities with my understanding of dignity-awareness and embodiment. For 

Honneth, recognition is a receiving of another as included in the sphere of 

moral consideration. There are three aspects of recognition (Honneth as refer-

enced in Shumann, 2020, pp. 41-42) which overlap with the three aspects of 

dignity explored in this thesis. The first is a form of unconditional love, which, 

according to Honneth, is conserved for the private sphere, but which I argue 

could be captured in my understanding of dignity-recognition as transcendent 

moments and committed non-attachment in education in which we temporarily 
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give up our own intentions and agendas and enter into playful relationality 

with children (Bahizi, 2024a, 2024b). The second is the kind of recognition 

that is also prevalent in most discussions on intrinsic dignity, that is, a form of 

recognition of another as a moral subject worthy of ethical and legal protec-

tion, attributed to every human as a member of the human community (Hon-

neth as referenced in Schumann 2020, p. 41). The third, is akin to attributed 

dignity, as it is recognition as social esteem based on the perceived contribu-

tions that a person makes to a collective (Honneth as referenced in Schumann 

2020, pp. 41-42). In Schumann’s reading of Honneth, recognition, or de-reifi-

cation, is for example when we see others beyond their particular capacities 

(Schumann, 2012, pp. 228-233). 

Although certainly a great analytical lens through which to describe and 

discuss the unethicality of certain educational discourses and practices, cri-

tique of reification, unlike dignity and human rights, is not a concept that has 

worked itself into international and national policy documents on education. 

Although the concept reification can be affirmative of those three aspects of 

recognition that Schumann defines above drawing on Honneth, the term reifi-

cation is itself a negative term used to describe when instrumental or objecti-

fying practices in education become unethical (Schumann, 2012, p. 232). I 

suggest that dignity could be a relevant concept for further philosophical con-

sideration within the field of philosophy of education as it might contribute to 

the critical cosmopolitan research within this field, since it adds a more ex-

plicitly ethical perspective, and for its more affirmative aspects. For instance, 

regarding Honneth’s first form of recognition, I argue in my second and third 

articles that committed non-attachment is a way of practicing unconditional 

appreciation/compassion for a child as well as for oneself, and that there 

should be a moral commitment to recognizing this as an integral part of adult-

child relationships in formal educational settings (Bahizi, 2024a, 2024b). Alt-

hough I do not label this love, as Honneth does, I mean that the uncondition-

ality of committed non-attachment lies in our ability to temporarily let go of 

our own agendas and our hopes for particular outcomes. Unlike Honneth then, 

where recognition as unconditional love is limited to the private sphere, I ar-

gue that dignity as committed non-attachment should not be reserved for the 

private sphere alone, but that it is and should be an integral part of ethical 

teaching practice. Regarding his second form of recognition, of persons being 

worth ethical and legal protection as members of the human community, my 

conceptualization and reconstruction of intrinsic dignity develops this form of 

ethical consideration by de-coupling moral value from traits and capabilities 

such as rationality, and even communal traits, like being a member of the hu-

man species (Bahizi, 2024a). Thus, the concept of reification brings clarity to 

my conceptualization of dignity as a dance, because reification points to the 

risk that even ethical ideals such as cosmopolitanism or dignity can become 

stagnant if they are not continuously renewed in relationships.  
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Through a conceptualization of dignity as a regulative ideal and a quality 

of moral awareness as committed non-attachment, I seek to contribute to both 

the field of human rights education and cosmopolitan education by fleshing 

out a non-reifying, fluid, flexible and pluralist stance to the ethical tensions 

between universality as sameness and difference present in the human rights 

education discourse (Adami, 2014b, 2014c) as well as in the critical theory-

informed cosmopolitan education discourse (Papastephanou, 2013; Schu-

mann, 2020). In the following section I will discuss how my conception of 

dignity converges and diverges with yet another approach, namely, ethics of 

care, which, like the human rights education discourse and the critical cosmo-

politan education discourse, seeks to critique the instrumentality of contem-

porary formal educational systems in a capitalistic global society. 

 

3.3 Dignity and Ethics of Care in Education 

Ethics of Care, developed by Nel Noddings in Caring (1984) brings attention 

to the psychological preconditions for ethics that she argues should be at the 

center of educational practices. That is, that the caring, protective and uncon-

ditionally loving relationship which often spontaneously comes into being in 

psychologically healthy relationships between parents (in Noddings under-

standing, predominantly mothers) and their children, is an ethical ideal worth 

emulating in all relationships. As I read Noddings, this is a similar argument 

on the epistemological level as that of Nussbaum previously mentioned. 

Namely, that in order for our ethical concern to become universal, we must 

first experience it in our close relationships (Noddings, 1984, p. 79). There-

fore, Noddings argues, as I also do, that relationships between adults and chil-

dren in formal education are crucial spaces in which moral learning takes 

place, but also in which we are vulnerable and exposed to one another. Nod-

dings criticizes an understanding of ethics in education as being solely about 

teaching about universal moral principles, and the fostering role of education 

being solely about preparedness for the current demands of society. She de-

scribes this kind of education that she sees as predominant in neoliberal culture 

as a “masculine” project, designed to project people, like objects, into a “thor-

oughly objectified world” (Noddings, 1984, p. 192).  

Instead of an objectifying education, Noddings emphasizes the relational 

and reciprocal aspects of education and proposes that an education guided by 

an ethics of care should involve an openness to the “natures, ways of life, 

needs and desires” of children (Noddings, 1984, p. 14) and a willingness to 

embrace their reality “as a possibility” for ourselves (p. 16). Similarly, I argue, 

together with Nussbaum in the first article of the thesis, that inflorescent dig-

nity in education should be understood as an open-ended, inter-relational pro-

cess of becoming in a multitude of ways, rather than as a linear and narrow 

process strictly for capitalistic purposes.  
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Through my use of examples in the three different articles I also highlight 

as Noddings does, the importance of teachers seeing children and being recep-

tive and open to their process of subjectification. My conceptualization of dig-

nity that I develop in the second and third articles also has in common with 

Noddings the purpose to provide a conceptualization that is not only another 

end of education, but that can serve as “end, means and criterion for judging 

means “(Noddings, 1984, p. 172). However, I contend with the rather fixed 

binary between masculine and feminine that Noddings has as a precondition 

for her critique of objectification and instrumentalization of children for cap-

italistic aims. Furthermore, I believe that there is still a risk that the conception 

of caring that Noddings puts forth, when sought to be emulated in a formal 

educational setting, can itself too easily get teachers caught in subject-object 

forms of relation where teachers are the ones who give care and the students 

are the ones to receive it. For instance, Noddings writes that the recipient of 

care “completes the cycle of care” by going on to “joyful fulfillment of their 

life projects” (Noddings, 1984, p.181).  As with my critique of conceptualiza-

tions of inflorescent dignity, such as that of Nussbaum, that sometimes over-

emphasize the future fulfillment of developed capabilities rather than valuing 

the present-moment relationship with a child, this statement by Noddings in-

dicates that it is difficult to completely let go of expectations about how the 

caring education will be received. I mean that there is a risk of over-imple-

mentation of the ideal of caring in which children could become passive re-

cipients of care. Dignity as the dance of committed non-attachment seeks to 

explicitly address such risks. 

I have so far discussed three perspectives within the field of education that 

have overlapping ideas with my conceptualization of dignity. I have argued 

that my conceptualization of dignity offers ways to expand on the ethical pos-

sibilities of these others, partly by being more grounded in foundational moral 

and democratic values in education, partly because of its affirmative aspects, 

and mainly because it is an explicitly ethical concept that brings attention to 

the inter-relational aspects of education while simultaneously creating possi-

bilities to move with the tensions between sameness and difference inherent 

in educational practices. In the following I will expand this argument in rela-

tion to a critique of dignity from Andrea Sangiovanni. 

 

3.4 Dignity versus Humanity 

In Humanity without Dignity (2017) Sangiovanni offers in my reading a sim-

ilar critique of dignity as that of Rorty (1993) in the sense that Sangiovanni 

argues that dignity as a concept becomes problematic when not defined in a 

nuanced way, as I have discussed earlier in chapter two. Sangiovanni’s main 

premise is that it is more effective to appeal to the need for humane treatment, 

in seeking to morally address dehumanization, infantilization, objectification, 
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instrumentalization and stigmatization, than to appeal to dignity as a “a mys-

terious, transcendental property that is possessed to an equal extent by all of 

us” (Sangiovanni, 2017, p. 255). Sangiovanni describes the five different ways 

that we often treat others as inferior in the following:  

First, we can treat others as inferiors by treating them like animals in need of 

the restraint and control of a superior, and hence as if they lacked typically hu-

man characteristics of self-control and self-consciousness. Such treatment, we 

say, dehumanizes. Second, we can treat others as inferiors by treating them like 

children, in need of the help or supervision of someone who knows better. Such 

treatment infantilizes. Third, we can treat others as inferior by treating them 

like objects, as lacking in subjectivity or interiority, or, fourth, as instruments, 

as we would a tool. And fifth, we can treat others as inferior by treating them 

as polluted, as bearers of what Erving Goffman called a “spoiled identity,” 

marked out for special types of exclusion, disdain, or contempt on account of 

properties of their physical aspect, character, or background. Such treatment, 

we say, stigmatizes. (Sangiovanni, 2017, p. 74) 
 

The common denominator for when these kinds of treatment, among them 

instrumentalization and objectification (which are the focus of this thesis) are 

cruel and morally objectionable, according to Sangiovanni, is when they in-

volve: “the unauthorized, harmful, and wrongful use of another’s vulnerability 

to attack or obliterate their capacity to develop and maintain an integral sense 

of self” (Sangiovanni, 2017, p. 76). Since dignity, or humanity, according to 

Sangiovanni can only be identified in instances of violations of the “self”, it 

is important to also understand how Sangiovanni conceptualizes the self:  

By self I mean what is sometimes called one’s self-conception, one’s concep-

tion of the values, commitments, and concerns that are central to one’s life, the 

relationships and roles that make one the “kind of person” one is, including the 

qualities and defects of one’s personality and character. (Sangiovanni, 2017, p. 

79) 

 

With “sense of self,” Sangiovanni means the oscillating movement between 

an active and passive aspect of our selves where we are both the one experi-

encing our life, and the one experiencing the experience (Sangiovanni, 2017, 

p. 79). As I will explain, there are parallels to be drawn between Sangiovanni’s 

understanding of the self and the three aspects of dignity that I explore in my 

articles, although I do not deal with the psychological dimension of self, or of 

dignity (c.f. Maljesi, 2020 on dignity and its absence in her reading of Sangio-

vanni). The self, in the work of Sangiovanni, is viewed as relational and not 

simply a unique combination of traits that make up our identity. In his descrip-

tions of situations which are examples of cruel treatment, the sense of self is 

not only the relationship between the passive and active aspects of our psyche 

that give us a sense of coherence, continuity and consistency, but is also an 

inter-relational process upheld through our interactions in a community with 
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others that requires a unique “point of view”(Sangiovanni, 2017, pp. 76–86). 

Sangiovanni writes: “We are constantly involved in the presentation of a self 

to a world of other selves” (p. 83) and thus, our sense of self is violated if we 

are made to lose control of how we present ourselves and are not seen or 

treated as self-presenting beings. Sangiovanni argues that we must first con-

sider what actions are cruel, and that we do not need any conception of dignity 

to do this:  

We have an understanding of social cruelty, I have suggested, that is prior to 

our understanding of dignity. It is prior in the sense that we can know what 

social cruelty is, and how it is wrong, without needing to explain in what sense 

we have dignity. It is enough that we see how social cruelty is an attack on one’s 

capacity to develop and maintain an integral sense of self, and that such attacks 

threaten to destroy something of great value to us, namely our ability to enjoy 

and participate in those things we have most reason to value. (Sangiovanni, 

2017, pp. 85–86) 
 

The “sense of self” that Sangiovanni describes however, has many similarities 

with the three aspects of dignity. First, it is in part an internal relationship 

between different aspects of the self, and is thus partially separated from social 

attribution. This has similarities with the idea of intrinsic dignity as being in-

alienable. Second, an integral sense of self is when there is congruency be-

tween the self we present to others and the way we are being treated, which 

has similarities with attributed dignity. Lastly, it is when we have an integral 

sense of self that Sangiovanni means that we can truly experience our lives, 

our cares, pursuits and desires as our own, and thus flourish (Sangiovanni, 

2017, p. 82). This has similarities with inflorescent dignity because if we hin-

der individuals from pursuing their cares, pursuits and desires then this con-

stitutes a violation of their sense of self. Affirming cares, pursuits and desires 

is to affirm our capabilities, which I read as inflorescent dignity. 

The core of Sangiovanni’s critique of dignity is based on his interpretation 

of Kant as connecting dignity with the capacity for reason (Sangiovanni, 2017, 

p. 73). He then chooses to begin from what moral equality is not, instead of 

defining what it is. But as I have described, the conclusion that moral inequal-

ity is an “unauthorized, harmful and wrongful use of another’s vulnerability 

to attack or obliterate their capacity to develop and maintain an integral sense 

of self” (Sangiovanni, 2017, p. 76, my emphasis) could just as well be descrip-

tive of a dignity-violation. Furthermore, Sangiovanni’s conception of a sense 

of self risks falling into attributive understandings even more than dignity 

does, because Sangiovanni writes that a sense of self is a capacity that humans 

possess, and that can be obliterated. In contrast, I argue that dignity has an 

intrinsic aspect that does not have its seat in the human psyche, which gives it 

permanence. Although it is perhaps possible to obliterate our experience of it, 

especially in those extreme situations of torture or degradation in death camps 
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that Sangiovanni describes (pp. 76-86), dignity is still ever-present as a poten-

tiality (Bahizi, 2024a). One could also argue that an idea of dignity can be 

used, not to convince oppressors of the wrongness of their actions, but as a 

source of motivation for those suffering to have the psychological fortitude to 

offer resistance to oppression (see Sporre, 2015).  

What I see as extremely valuable with Sangiovanni’s understanding of the 

sense of self, is that it points to the fluidity between the different aspects of 

the sense of self. This is what I will argue throughout this thesis is often miss-

ing in descriptions of dignity. Although Sulmasy (2007) writes that the three 

aspects of dignity are overlapping and interdependent (Sulmasy, 2007, p. 14), 

he does not discuss this interplay in any detail and neither do philosophical 

explorations of dignity within the field of philosophy of education. Sangio-

vanni proposes to replace the concept of dignity with humanity instead. How-

ever, I argue that it is more fruitful to seek ways to re-interpret dignity through 

de-coupling it from its historical interpretations as a value based on a capacity 

for reason, and to further re-imagine the different aspects of dignity. This is 

partly because “humanity” is already a limiting concept in its species-speci-

ficity, and partly because, as has been described in chapter one and two, dig-

nity is already in use in human rights documents and documents concerning 

education, and, as Sangiovanni concedes, it is a concept that has historically 

been used to specifically describe moral equality (Sangiovanni, 2017, p. 209). 

Even more importantly, dignity is an affirmational concept that inspires imag-

ination of what could be, of ethical possibilities, rather than solely focusing 

on violations. As will be explored in the latter part of the following chapter 

four, an ethical, regulative ideal arguably needs to be both descriptive of vio-

lations and spark desire and curiosity to explore its potentialities. 

Through Sangiovanni’s understanding of instrumentalization and objecti-

fication as unauthorized, harmful and wrongful acts towards the integrity of 

the sense of self, Sangiovanni has informed the understanding of dignity as a 

psychological experience of human rights violations. However, I read dignity 

as also involving something more than our psychological experience of dig-

nity being lost in the moment, that is, that there is always a hope that intrinsic 

dignity can reappear in relationships where it has momentarily been lost. For 

the intrinsic potentiality of dignity to reappear in educational relationships, 

adults need to understand the power position they have in their relations with 

children. A first step, which Noddings brings awareness to, is that we need to 

view education as an ethical meaning-making activity. In contrast to Nod-

dings, I have sought to highlight in a second step how even good intentions of 

adults in education can be marked by an unawareness of their potential abuse 

of power over children. Hence dignity is ethically served by an attitude of 

openness as has been argued in this chapter drawing on cosmopolitan critique 

of reification in education. This is true also in relation to HRE, where dignity, 

as proposed, should be constantly attuned to the uniqueness of the other, in 

order not to create epistemic harm by treating others within static notions of 
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social categories. The following chapter will argue for how the epistemic 

openness suggested through dialogue with other thinkers in this chapter can 

be a way of philosophizing, of teaching, and of writing. That is, I will explore 

more ways that the dance of dignity as moral awareness can be embodied. 
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4 Dance as a theoretical stance and a method-

ological approach  

 

The fourth chapter of the thesis will provide arguments for why I have chosen 

to work through convergences, divergences, tensions and synergies rather than 

to adopt a monist approach to ethics. This chapter describes how I have ap-

proached the ontological and epistemological tensions between the thinkers I 

have chosen to engage with in the different articles – Aristotle, Kant, Nuss-

baum, Biesta and Todd. In the first two sections I describe the subject-subject 

ontology of the first three philosophers mentioned and put them in relation to 

the neo-Levinasian relational ontology of Biesta and Todd. Here I explain 

how, through the foregrounding of relationality, there are convergences to be 

found between these approaches to ethics that are otherwise often found to be 

very divergent. I conclude the third section by offering dance and committed 

non-attachment as my theoretical contribution as well as a methodological 

contribution, as I argue that it provides a fluidity of movement between the 

abovementioned, traditionally separated, philosophical approaches to ethics. 

In the last two parts of this chapter, I discuss the importance of narratives in 

ethics as a process of contextualizing and providing ways for re-imagination. 

I also ground my choice to search for paradigmatic examples. I go on to give 

an account of my research process and delimitations in each of the articles of 

the thesis.  

 

4.1 The relational sphere 

One of the main premises that this thesis is built upon is that there are connec-

tions between the ontological and epistemological spheres, which offer differ-

ent conceptions of dignity and different approaches to education, and the eth-

ical, relational sphere. That is to say that it is not just a matter of analytical 

importance to discuss what conception of dignity that we are striving for edu-

cation to promote, but that it is also of ethical importance to have a conscious 

embodiment of this in practice, in order for us not to slip into ways of relating 

to each other that are re-enforcing instrumentalizing, objectifying, asymmet-

ric, and ultimately violent, power-dynamics. This is why I have engaged with 

philosophers who bring focus to the relational sphere of ethics, namely Biesta 

and Todd, in my third article (Bahizi, 2024b). By moving between the more 

subject-subject focused ontology of Aristotle and Kant, and a relational ontol-

ogy that brings forth the indeterminate nature of ethical-educational relation-

ships, I find ways to enhance the synergies between Aristotle and Kant in my 

first two articles (Article 1, Mollvik, 2021; Article 2, Bahizi, 2024a). How-

ever, bringing these two philosophical perspectives into the relational sphere 
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also creates ways to explore the ethical risks and potentialities involved in 

each perspective. This is only implied when reading the articles as a whole 

and will therefore be more explicated in this section of the comprehensive 

summary. 

The work of Biesta and Todd address the dual nature of education, as both 

a process of becoming that is unpredictable and reciprocal, and as inevitably 

involving an element of force by educators over those being educated. If one 

accepts this duality of education, then the question becomes finding the ethical 

potentialities that can lie in such relationships (Todd, 2003). In Biesta and 

Todd’s arguments, there is an underlying critique of educational practices that 

fail to take into account the dual nature of relationships in education, either by 

unreflectively over-emphasizing the second, fostering aspect of education, or 

by assuming that the forces at play in relationships in education, are unprob-

lematically benevolent, and that the intersubjective process of becoming can 

be free from egotistical desires. 

The inter-relational and ethical perspective on the dual nature of education 

and educational aims provides another angle from which to critique educa-

tional approaches such as the human capital approach, or the common inter-

pretations of the neo-Kantian perspective of children as ‘not yets,’ and even 

the neo-Aristotelean approaches to education that emphasize active striving 

and holistic growth, for either under-valuing the intersubjective process, or for 

taking its goodness for granted. For instance, the human capital approach to 

education involves an under-appreciation of children as moral subjects in their 

own right, thus running the risk of reducing them to their future function as 

productive workers and consumers, and reducing teachers to the enablers or 

insurers of certain pre-set outcomes. A counter-argument to this from a neo-

Kantian perspective could be to argue for the inherent worth, or dignity, of 

children as potential moral subjects and ends in themselves. However, even 

here, the relational perspective that acknowledges the dual nature of education 

would shine light on the ways that certain interpretations of Kantian ethics 

still function within a subject-object ontology in which the role of education 

and educators is to enable and ensure certain moral outcomes, for instance 

children growing into adults who take full moral responsibility for their ac-

tions. This is a critique that I seek to bring forth in the second article (Bahizi, 

2024a).  

From a neo-Aristotelean perspective, the human capital approach to educa-

tion can be criticized for not paying proper attention to other aspects of life 

that could be said to have moral significance and meaning, other than becom-

ing rational autonomous subjects. Nussbaum argues, for instance, that dignity 

is founded on the potentiality for active striving, and that education should 

provide opportunities for successful striving or flourishing in a broader spec-

trum of areas, such as play, rest, relationships etc. (Nussbaum, 2010, 2011). 

Yet when one brings the neo-Aristotelean perspective into the relational 
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sphere, it is possible to problematize how even the idea of education for flour-

ishing or striving can be objectifying in that the capability for striving is seen 

as lying inside of children and the role of the teacher is to bring it forth. There 

is still a desire for an outcome, for growth. In certain pedagogical moments 

such as the one between teacher and student in the scene from the movie Pre-

cious, that I begin the first article with (Mollvik, 2021), the ethical, dignified 

relationship in the present-moment could require that one sees the student as 

already whole. Not as ‘illiterate with the capability of literacy’ or ‘traumatized 

with capability for healing’ but simply as an other being. To put a twist on the 

classic Aristotelean metaphor of flourishing being likened to an acorn growing 

into a giant oak, it might involve valuing an acorn for its beautiful acorn-ness, 

rather than for its potential oak-tree capabilities. The focus on striving and 

flourishing still involves the dual nature of education in that it has a fostering 

aspect. Expressed through the lens of the work of Todd, I would argue that we 

must complicate the picture of the teacher as a benevolent doula/midwife who 

supports children to bring forth their innate capabilities. Instead, these capa-

bilities are created in the relational space, and are most likely a combination 

of the teacher’s own desires, the ones of the child, and the ones of the imme-

diate environment and the greater community, sometimes without being able 

to differentiate them from each other (Todd, 1997, p. 256). In the second and 

third articles, I expand on the idea of non-striving as transcendent moments 

(article 2) and committed non-attachment (article 3). 

Thus, in the relational sphere, a view on dignity as committed non-attach-

ment draws attention to the ethical importance of reflection from teachers on 

the dual nature of education and how desires and aims of education are created 

in a relational space. As I suggest through my use of examples in all the three 

articles, this can be both through recognizing one’s own desires, one’s own 

situatedness and social identities (for instance age, race, gender, class) and 

those we perceive from the child/student, while also being committed to go 

beyond these and see others as valuable not for what they can potentially be-

come, but for them being here in relation with us. In neo-Levinasian terminol-

ogy, it could mean to appreciate the opportunity for moral subjectivity to ap-

pear in the encounter with the “face of the other” (Levinas, 1969). However, 

the relational perspective also gives rise to ontological and epistemological 

questions about what we mean by ethics – What is a self, a moral subject? 

What is an Other?  These are questions to which the thesis now turns. 

 

4.2 The ontological and epistemological spheres 

The ethical perspectives that I engage with in the three different articles are 

three distinct traditions within ethics. These are: the virtue-ethics of Aristotle 

and neo-Aristotelean Nussbaum; the deontological ethics of Kant; and the re-

lational ethics of the partly neo-Levinasian philosophers within the field of 
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philosophy of education, Biesta and Todd. These traditions of ethical philos-

ophy operate with different ontological and epistemological preconceptions.  

In virtue ethics, humans are thought to be rational and political animals, who 

exercise virtue through “activity of the soul in conformity with excellence” 

(Aristotle, 1984b, I §8, 1098:30). A virtuous person is one who in each situa-

tion finds the mean between extremes, for instance, dignity is a virtue de-

scribed as a mean between servility and boastful pride or stubbornness (Aris-

totle, 1984a, II §3, 1221:1; III §7, 1233:34). As we practice exercising virtue 

and fine-tune our ability to find the mean between lack and excess in every 

unique context, we strengthen our character and our practical wisdom, or 

phronesis (Aristotle, 1984b, Book VI). Aristotle writes about four different 

character types, the first one being when we are hardly concerned at all with 

moral reflection and simply follow our desires and impulses, whether they be 

egotistical or not. The second is when we know what we think is the right 

action in a situation but we cannot muster the will-power to resist our tempta-

tions. The third character type is someone who has developed practical wis-

dom to the point of seeing what would be the mean between lack and excess 

in a particular relationship and context, and acts accordingly, but where there 

is resistance and awareness of other desires pulling one in another direction. 

Fourth, there are those who effortlessly exercise virtue and find pleasure while 

doing so (Aristotle, 1984b, Book VII). Although Aristotle describes these as 

separate characters, it is of course applicable to the same person in different 

contexts, and at different times, or even in split moments within one and the 

same relationship and situation. Aristotle also discusses how character-devel-

opment is dependent on outer resources, support, education, and social stand-

ing, but also, a certain degree of good luck (Aristotle, 1984b, I §§ 9-12). In his 

context and in his opinion, this would almost automatically exclude slaves, 

women, and young children (Aristotle, 1984c, I §13, 1260a:1-1260b:9). Thus, 

the potentiality to be virtuous is not something we are simply born with. How-

ever, with enough support and practice, it is possible to reach a state of flow, 

eudaimonia where the good, the right and the beautiful are in harmony with 

each other, and the practical wisdom, or phronesis has become second nature 

(Aristotle, 1984b, I §10, 1101:14-21). 

For Aristotle then, ethics are built on an understanding of human beings as 

potential moral subjects whose morality is dependent on others, and vulnera-

ble to outer circumstances. His ethics could also be seen to be founded on an 

understanding of the good, the right and the beautiful as existing outside of 

human consciousness and something that we use our rational capacity to un-

derstand and strive towards. This indicates what I would call a relatively 

strong ethical realism. Since virtue according to Aristotle, is an activity of the 

soul there seems to be an understanding of each individual human being as 

having an individually separated core of consciousness that is active and 

strives towards (or should be striving towards) the good. However, the writ-

ings of Aristotle also suggest a duality in human nature, where we are also 
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animals driven by unconscious or instinctual desires that are neither good nor 

bad in themselves, yet can get in the way of our virtue (Aristotle. 1984b, I §13, 

1102a:26-1103:10). There are thus essentialist strains in Aristotelean virtue 

ethics. Epistemologically, Aristotle appears to suggest that it is through our 

capacity for reason that we can become aware of the good and choose to act 

in accordance with it, and that we have free will, but that our dual nature also 

sets limits to our free will that we can only wholly overcome through ex-

tremely rare and fortunate circumstances. 

In the case of Immanuel Kant, he is usually referred to when exemplifying 

deontological ethics, that is, the position that moral actions are those that are 

done for the sake of the highest good itself, and not for some future aim (Kant, 

2011, IV 399-401). Deontological ethics are usually contrasted with Aristo-

telean virtue ethics, because it does not need a perception of the good, eudai-

monic, life in order to determine right actions. Kant himself seems to have 

interpreted Aristotle in this way as he begins the Groundwork of the meta-

physics of morals with a critique against morality being directed towards “hap-

piness” (Kant, 2011, IV 394).  I believe, in later times, this critique would be 

more suited to be directed toward utilitarian ethics, where happiness was de-

fined by Jeremy Bentham as physical and psychological well-being. For Ar-

istotle, eudaimonia is rather a spiritual/moral/transcendent kind of joy that 

comes from living a virtuous life (Aristotle, 1989a). Christine Korsgaard and 

others argue that the sharp dichotomy between deontological ethics and virtue 

ethics/teleological ethics can be softened on this basis (Koorsgard, 1996; 

2008). Rather, with Kant as with Aristotle, the moral law/highest good can be 

seen to exist independently of human consciousness/psychology/nature, yet 

we can become conscious of it through our rationality (Sensen, 2011). Kant’s 

philosophy can appear to contain a paradox in that although we do have free 

will and autonomy, this is not absolute in that we cannot choose to be un-free. 

We cannot give up our autonomy through autonomous choice, although we 

can be in denial of this predicament. That is, we cannot simply choose to hand 

over our moral responsibility to someone else (Kant, 2011, IV 432-433, 439). 

This suggests a strong form of ethical realism. On the epistemological level, 

Kant describes the dual realms of the phenomenal world and the noumenal 

world, where human beings exist in both (Kant, 2011, IV 457-458). That is, 

we are both flesh and soul. Kant writes that it is possible to rationally come to 

the logical conclusion that there must exist a noumenal realm, but he does not 

see it as ever being fully accessible for us to actually experience it, except in 

rare moments of contentment (Kant, 1997, II, 5:117). And even though we 

may think we are acting in accordance with the moral law, we cannot ever 

know for certain if we are or not (Kant, 2011, IV 408-409; 459-463).  

Several scholars who have done comparisons between the ethics of Aristo-

tle and Kant (see Engstrom & Whiting, 1996), agree that the differences be-

tween them lie mostly on the epistemological level in two ways. The first dif-

ference on the epistemological level is that Kant argued that the realization of 
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the moral law as a logical necessity of existence is available to anyone with 

the capacity for reason, despite outer circumstances, thus potentially to a slave, 

although in Kant’s limited moral imagination, not to a black slave or a woman 

(Kant, 2013; 2011, III, IV), whereas I interpret Aristotle to mean that while in 

theory, slaves or women could be educated to exercise virtue, it would not so 

easily happen spontaneously, and perhaps he did not even see much value in 

discussing the possibilities for them doing so, since it would be a limited 

sphere of influence in which their moral actions could take place. The second 

difference on the epistemological level, lies in the way Aristotle could be said 

to be more optimistic than Kant about the possibility for the eudaimonic flow-

state of doing the good for the sake of the good itself to be experienced as not 

only spiritually joyful, but psychologically pleasurable, through a combina-

tion of education, practice, encouragement from others and favorable outer 

circumstances. Kant suggests in some of his work that it is more moral to act 

in accordance with the moral law in those situations where it is physically, 

psychologically and socially challenging for us (Kant, 2011, IV 398-399). 

However, as mentioned, Kant also concedes that it is possible to act in accord-

ance with the moral law and experience a form of contentment while doing so 

(Kant, 1997, II 5:117). 

What can be found despite the differences between Aristotle and Kant on 

the epistemological level is that they share ideas of the dual nature of humans, 

and a leaning towards a two-step process of morality, in which we first become 

aware of the potentiality of the moral law/the good and then choose to strive 

towards it (often in opposition to our instinctual desires). Although they do 

not explicitly write of this process as chronological, this could be, perhaps, too 

easily assumed. In the case of education of children, I point out in my second 

article (Bahizi, 2024a) that this can become problematic as children and teach-

ers may fall into roles where teachers see themselves as ‘already moral’ and 

students as ‘not yet’ moral subjects in their own right. On the other hand, I 

argue that the Aristotelean and Kantian ethics on the ontological level, where 

morality is seen as existing independent of human consciousness, make it pos-

sible to de-couple morality from any particular human trait or capacity 

(Bahizi, 2024a). Still, both virtue ethics and Kantian ethics seem to presuppose 

a view of moral subjectivity and an understanding of what it means to be an 

ethical self in which one becomes a moral subject through an individuated 

encounter with the moral law itself, with goodness itself, with one’s own free-

dom, and only later consciously exercises this autonomy in relation to others. 

The ethical ‘work’ in teacher-child relationships would thus be for teachers to 

value the emergent moral subjectivity in children. An ethical risk here would 

be to underappreciate children’s moral status by viewing them as less than 

equal to adults. 

In the partly neo-Levinasian, relational ethics framework of Todd and 

Biesta, which I lean on in the third article (Bahizi, 2024b), the two-step pro-
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cess of the becoming of moral subjectivity implied by Aristotelean and Kant-

ian ethics is questioned. Instead, for Levinas, subjectivity is only possible in 

relationship. We do not enter into relationships as already formed autonomous 

beings that choose to respond to others. The subjectivity comes into being in 

the encounter. The responsibility for the other arises when we are confronted 

with our own separateness and the otherness of the other (Levinas,1969). The 

other can be another person or another being, but it can also be an idea or a 

symbol, anything that we experience as separate from ourselves. Levinas re-

fers to this other as Other with a capital “O” (Levinas, 1969). In those situa-

tions, in which our moral responsibility is called into being, we cannot choose 

not to be responsible – the otherness of the Other is total and our separateness 

also. They are inescapable. However, we do have a choice in how we accept 

our responsibility (Levinas, 1969). This can be likened to the paradox in 

Kant’s assertion that we cannot escape the demand of the moral law, yet we 

can choose how we respond to it. Even this is a form of ethical realism, yet 

with a different emphasis on what is ‘most real’ of the grounds of morality in 

comparison to Aristotle and Kant. Instead of an emphasis on morality itself 

and the (limited) free will, the emphasis for Levinas is on the inescapability 

of the face of the other (Levinas). On the epistemological level, Levinas is 

very reticent of suggesting any method for accepting our responsibility (Todd, 

2015, p 252). In the works of Todd (1997, 2003, 2015, 2022, 2023) and Biesta 

(2013, 2015, 2020) in relation to education, they seem to suggest that this can 

be embodied through an openness to the ethical potentiality of responsibility 

in each ethical-educational encounter. 

Through the process of writing the articles and being in dialogue with these 

philosophers who can be seen to represent different ethical schools of thought, 

it has struck me how there is common ground to be found between them, and 

certain possibilities for re-interpretations and re-constructions that bring them 

closer together. These I discuss in the second article with regards to the poten-

tial synergies between Aristotelean ethics and Kantian ethics. In bringing the 

work of Aristotle and Kant into the relational sphere and thus moving them 

closer together, the risks of essentialist ways of embodying dignity in relation-

ships is addressed in the first and second articles (Article 1, Mollvik, 2021; 

Article 2, Bahizi, 2024a). By introducing a more relational ontology of Biesta 

and Todd in the third article (Bahizi, 2024b), I also offer ways to critically 

reflect on the risk for subject-object relationships that still remain in the Aris-

totelean and Kantian frameworks, as discussed above. These differences cre-

ate interesting tensions and dynamics, perhaps even inconsistencies, mainly 

between my use of the more individual moral subject-focused ethical realisms 

of Aristotle, Kant and Nussbaum on the one hand in my first two articles, and 

the more relationally focused ethical realism of Levinas, Biesta and Todd in 

the third one. However, I argue that these dynamics are constructive as they 

bring forth the ethical risks of instrumentalization and objectification and the 

ethical potentialities of embodying all three aspects of dignity that the dual 
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nature of education creates, in ways that a monist stance to ethics cannot. In 

the following section I will seek to explain how the approach to dignity, or 

approach to ethics that I argue for, committed non-attachment, can also be 

seen as a form of theoretical and methodological research stance in relation to 

these dynamics.   

 

4.3 Dancing with dignity and committed non-attachment as 

methodology 

In the previous section I identified the tensions between the ethical theories I 

have chosen to engage with in this thesis. In the ontological sphere, there is 

the tension between an ethical subjectivity that comes into being in relation to 

morality itself, as in the case of Aristotelean and Kantian ethics, or a subjec-

tivity that comes into being through and in relation to the other/Other, as in 

the case of Levinas. In a way, Levinasian relational ethics is a ‘harsher’ kind 

of ethical realism than that of Aristotle and Kant. To make use of the dance 

metaphor – Aristotle and Kant would perhaps see us as separate entities that 

choose to come together in striving towards the moral law, which is universal. 

So, for Aristotle and Kant, relational ethics in my reading would be seen more 

as if we are all dancing to the same music of morals. For Levinas, on the other 

hand, I would assume through his ontological relational ethics that there might 

not even be the same music, because our separateness is so absolute that we 

can never know if the music we are hearing is the same one as another is hear-

ing. Through my metaphor of dance, the Levinasian movement would thus 

spring from a realization of our separateness that forces us to act, to move, to 

dance, either towards or away from others but always in relation. For moral 

movement, here, is only movement in relation to others.  

In the ontological and epistemological spheres, I argue that it is possible to 

dance in relation to Aristotelean, Kantian and Levinasian ethics. On the one 

hand, there is more common ground between them than is being acknowl-

edged, and on the other hand, the differences might be insurmountable in that 

we cannot assume a subject-subject ontology and a more radically relational 

ontology at the same time. Although I do search for common ground between 

these ethical perspectives, I do not strive to dissolve all the tensions between 

them. I do not strive for a perfect balancing act. Rather than choosing one 

ethical theory, attaching myself to it, or trying to prove that the tensions be-

tween them are not of ethical importance, I explore what kind of ethical risks 

and potentialities that may come to one’s attention through engagement with 

each of them. That is, I create dynamic movement, or dance, between them. 

In the epistemological sphere, there are slight differences between Aristotle 

and Kant, depending on different interpretations, and in the interpretations that 

I lean on in my second article, mainly those of Korsgaard (1996, 2008), the 
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commonalities in the ontological sphere can bring them closer in the episte-

mological sphere. That is, using the dance metaphor, that even if there might 

be slight disagreement on how one becomes attuned to hearing the music and 

the nuances of it, and whether we can ever know if our movement is with the 

music or not, and how much pleasure or resistance we have the capacity to 

experience in the process, we have no choice but to dance on, for even refusing 

to dance will be a form of intentional movement as long as we are on the stage 

of life. I believe this would be Levinas’s answer as well, that there are as many 

unique ways of accepting one’s responsibility as there are ways to dance. 

Therefore, committed non-attachment is non-rigid movement with an inten-

tion to enjoy the process, or, if not enjoy it, to make meaning of it. 

Strong ethical realism/universalism in the form of Aristotelean and Kantian 

ethics involves a risk of becoming ‘rigid’ in human essentialism (and thus 

speciesism) as a ground for intrinsic dignity. Even if these are overcome phil-

osophically through a reconstruction of intrinsic dignity as an ideal rather than 

a value property (Bahizi, 2024a), in child-adult relations, one still risks getting 

overly attached to the fostering aspect of teaching, where children are seen as 

potential moral subjects whose capacity to move with the highest good, to hear 

the music and dance with it, must be brought forth by the teacher, objectifying 

children in the process. A more relationally attuned ontology such as that of 

Levinas, Biesta and Todd, brings attention to this risk. The risk of making 

others dance to the music that I/we hear, and as such want them to hear. How-

ever, relational ethics can reduce the potentiality for enjoyment and harmony 

in moving together in ethical relation if one becomes too rigid/attached to em-

phasizing traumatic separateness. One thereby risks making ethics too serious, 

rather than beautiful or playful.1 The dance thus involves not becoming overly 

attached to any of these ethical perspectives as being able to explain or shine 

light on all of the possible grounds for dignity/morality. While moving with 

these tensions as teachers, how could we relationally learn ethics with children 

and what examples could illuminate the risks and potentialities involved? I 

will discuss this further in the following section.  

 

4.4 The importance of narratives and paradigmatic exam-

ples  

The abovementioned ethical risks with the built-in institutional instrumental-

ization and objectification practices in compulsory education, I argue, require 

of teachers to bear the main moral responsibility to co-create an environment 

for dignity in relationship with children. In light of this, the focus of the choice 

 
1 Biesta (2015) writes how the risk of not being understood as a teacher is a “beautiful” risk. 

Here it seems that he too is seeking to alleviate the seriousness of the Levinasian heritage of the 

relationship with the other as “traumatic exposure” (Levinas, 1985, p. 89). 
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of narratives is on how they can be related to the cultivation of moral aware-

ness in teachers. In choosing narratives for this project in each of the articles, 

I have chosen to work through mainly a critical awareness of the ethical risks 

involved in a) creating just and equitable access to education for all (see article 

1, Mollvik 2021), b) in education for and about the other (see article 2, Bahizi, 

2024a), c) as well as a critical awareness of teachers to turn inwards and ex-

plore their own situatedness and their own desires at play in the educational 

relationship (see article 3, Bahizi, 2024b). I have chosen narrative examples I 

believe can help me to bring forth the conceptual and philosophical arguments 

that I want to make, for instance by offering critique of the potential ethical 

risks of dignity violations as well as imagining openings for ethically and ed-

ucationally transformative growth. I have chosen to enter into dialogue with 

examples that have moved me personally in some way, and with a curiosity 

about why this is so.  

As noted, morals here is considered as more than universal principles, and 

narratives play an important function in the relational aspect of ethics. Nuss-

baum raises a similar argument in her critical reading of analytical philosophy 

putting forth a universal theory of justice, and trying to do so without any 

grounding in real-life experience: “To respond at the right times, with refer-

ence to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right aim, and in 

the right way, is what is appropriate and best, and this is characteristic of ex-

cellence” (Aristotle quoted in Nussbaum 1990, p. 156). In quoting Aristotle, 

Nussbaum explicates in Love’s Knowledge (1990) that narratives and litera-

ture are ways of philosophizing on ethics as they can convey rich contextual 

examples of ethical life. She defines philosophizing as the pursuit of truth and 

writes that it: “must be various and mysterious and unsystematic if, and insofar 

as, truth is so” (Nussbaum, 1990, p. 29). By quoting Nussbaum’s usage of the 

word “truth”, I do not mean an objective Truth with a capital “T”, but rather, 

as suggested in the previous sections, I argue that committed non-attachment 

on the ontological level in ethics should mean a commitment to being open to 

embracing the ethical possibilities that each ontological stance brings, and also 

to a cultivation of an awareness of their risks, and how they come to be em-

bodied in relationships. However, I am not setting out to address any potential 

nihilistic critique of the kind “why should we care about ethics at all if we 

cannot prove that morals are real outside of our own consciousness.” The 

dance with different ontologies, in my mind, should not be confused with ei-

ther objectivism or nihilism.  Instead, it follows in the epistemological sphere, 

that it concerns itself with the experiences of awe and wonder that occasion-

ally occur when we go beyond our egoic self, and what ethical significance 

these moments might have. To this end, narratives become of central im-

portance.  

There is a rich tradition of moral and educational philosophers entering into 

dialogue with both anecdotal narratives, life narratives and fictional narratives 

from film, drama, literature and art, in order to understand the nuances of the 
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“occasional experiences” of goodness (or its opposite) (see for instance the 

work of Stanley Cavell, Raymond Gaita and Iris Murdoch). The use of narra-

tives in teaching and learning human rights and dignity is also motivated by a 

more fluid, dancing, ontology, in which the principle of equality is grounded 

in uniqueness and plurality, rather than only in assumed sameness. Rebecca 

Adami (2017) explores this topic drawing on Andrea Cavarero. For Adami, 

the tensions between universality and particularity in the discourse on human 

rights do not need to be as pronounced if one de-couples the idea of uniqueness 

from any social roles and labels attached to others in a generalized plural as 

these generalizations “risk being based on mere assumptions, prejudice or pro-

jections of the self” (Adami, 2017, p. 257). This motivates a move from learn-

ing about human rights to learning in relationships through life narratives that 

speak more of uniqueness and relationality. I argue similarly for a shift from 

learning about dignity to learning in relationships through narratives that de-

couple dignity from essentialism. Adami writes: “The universality of human 

rights rests on a notion of equality through difference, where the uniqueness 

of singular subjects is revealed in narrations that depend on relationality” 

(Adami, 2017, p. 260). This is an ontology similar to that of Levinas, Biesta 

and Todd, in which we are each unique in the sense of having a unique expe-

rience of a narratable self, but where our moral subjectivity comes into being 

through relationships and where the narrative is co-created and ever-shifting. 

According to Adami this involves:  

[S]eeing human rights learning as making sense not only through relating life 

stories to familiar particular narratives, however dynamic and changeable they 

may be, but also through emphasizing the uniqueness in our experiences (car-

ried in our memories) of feeling respected or violated in one’s dignity, or when 

the dignity of the other has not been recognized. (Adami, 2016, p. 256) 

 

In sum, since our uniqueness ontologically does not rest in our particular com-

position of traits, social roles and labels, but rather in our uniquely narrated 

self, which is created in relationships, this would motivate an exploration of 

dignity, not only being done through philosophical conceptualization, but also 

through engagement with narratives in which dignity might be seen to appear 

in the relationship. In the case of this study, I have chosen to explore the ethi-

cal potentialities and risks that seem to appear in narratives of relationships 

between teachers and children in a formal educational context. This does not 

mean that learning about dignity, for instance by learning of its legal and his-

torical background, or learning from narratives of others suffering dignity vi-

olations, or of groups claiming their political rights and calling for acknowl-

edgement of their dignity, is inherently othering or objectifying, but merely 

that this is not all a transformational educational experience can do or should 

do.  
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Kevin Kumashiro writes in Troubling Education: Queer Activism and An-

tioppressive Pedagogy (2002) how transformative, antioppressive education 

can contain elements of four different approaches: education for the other; 

education about the other; education that is critical of othering; and education 

that changes students and society. The first involves creating just and equita-

ble access to education for all; the second involves practices such as those 

mentioned above, that is of sharing our narratives with each other; the third 

involves a critical awareness of the ethical risks involved in the first two; and 

finally, the fourth is when we as teachers turn the critical awareness inwards 

and explore our own situatedness and our own desires at play in the pedagog-

ical relationship (Kumashiro, 2002, chapter 2). Kumashiro engages in dia-

logue with his interpretations of the narrations of queer activists, both through 

a reflection on how these narratives may point to the risks and potentialities 

of  antioppressive education, and through reflections on those parts of the nar-

ratives that “trouble” his own notions of what antioppressive activism in edu-

cation is, thus practicing both the third, and especially the fourth approach of 

transformational learning through reflection on one’s own moments of “crisis” 

in the relationship with the narratives of others. Kumashiro acknowledges that 

there could be resistance in such a reflexive process because “we [must] invite 

uncertainty, instability, and discomfort” (Kumashiro, 2002, p. 153). Similarly, 

Biesta and Todd call for inviting uncertainty and risk in our learning and 

teaching (Biesta, 2015; Todd, 2022, 2023). Kumashiro (2002) emphasizes that 

this is true also in research and in writing (pp. 200-201).  

The risk involved in the writing of research, according to Kumashiro (2002) 

is that one cannot predict how the readers will receive the text, and probably, 

the same reader will also receive the text differently at different moments of 

reading (p. 201). The act of choosing examples for what they represent could 

similarly become ethically problematic if one assumes that these will be un-

derstood to represent the same things for the reader as they do for the re-

searcher/writer. In Adami’s and Kumashiro’s ways of working with narratives 

therefore, there is an emphasis on the need for self-reflection in the kind of 

narratives brought forth, so that these do not reinforce othering of the narra-

tives’ subjects, for instance by assuming sameness or difference according to 

totalizing labels, identities, capabilities, or traits or by assuming that narratives 

represent certain static and reductionist positions. However, if the purpose of 

narratives is to re-imagine ways of relating, rather than to deconstruct or crit-

ically evaluate them and what they are assumed to represent, examples of nar-

ratives might be sought for that the researcher finds paradigmatic.  

By paradigmatic examples, I mean examples chosen for their potentiality 

to spark moral imagination.  Tyson (2016, 2017) states how paradigmatic ex-

amples could be especially fruitful for engaging with ethical questions rele-

vant to persons acting in the capacity of a certain professional role, such as 

teacher. Because cultivating ethical educational relationships is a practice, 

narratives are suitable to describe the nuances of these practices (Tyson, 2016, 
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p. 456-457). The main criteria, according to Tyson, for choosing the narrative 

examples is if the researcher believes that it will spark the moral imagination 

of the readers and contribute to a broadened ethical repertoire for teachers’ 

moral reflection (Tyson, 2016, p. 259). If integrated in teachers’ repertoire of 

moral imaginative experience, the paradigmatic examples could have the po-

tential to bring about more “mindful and artful perceptions, judgments, delib-

erations, and reflections in action” (Tyson, 2016, p. 460). Similarly, Elisabet 

Langmann (2013, p. 51) argues that anecdotal narratives are common in phi-

losophy and phenomenology where the purpose is to explore the meaning of 

an idea or concept in relation to a richly narrated and particular context. This 

is because the purpose of these narratives is not that they should be as “accu-

rate” as possible, but merely that they should be illustrative of the ideas dis-

cussed (Langmann, 2013, p. 51). For the same reason, I have chosen both fic-

tional and empirical examples in my different articles because of my percep-

tion of them as having illustrative potential. The imaginative potential of the 

paradigmatic examples is of course a matter of subjective judgment. The ex-

amples are not meant to be prescriptive, nor serve as cautionary tales. Staying 

true to the improvisational dance-metaphor and the idea of non-linear time, 

the examples are also intended to be viewed as unique events that cannot, and 

indeed, should not, be replicated. As both fictional and empirical examples are 

equally ethically charged by the inevitably incomplete ‘representation’ of per-

sons and things and the risk of enforcing stereotypes, I have chosen to focus 

on examples that illustrate the risks of instrumentalization and objectification 

while not affirming these. In the examples, the risks involved are usually sub-

tly implied, while the affirmative aspects of dignity are highlighted. As will 

be discussed further in the following section, paradigmatic examples, in being 

chosen for their perceived potential to expand the repertoire of moral and ed-

ucational reflection, could arguably be more defendable from an ethical stand-

point in that the examples are not an attempt in “witness pedagogy” in which 

we learn about others through narratives of their suffering of dignity violations 

(Hållander, 2017). The perspective of children in these encounters are of 

equally immeasurable importance and should therefore be of great interest for 

future research. 

In this section, I have argued that the choice to engage with narratives is in 

alignment with a relationally focused, dynamic, non-reductionist view of eth-

ics as committed non-attachment. In learning dignity through the relational 

process that is writing and reading a thesis, I have also argued for the im-

portance of working through narratives and in relationships (Adami, 2014) 

instead of limiting the discussions of dignity to learning about dignity and for 

reified and non-contextualized others (Kumashiro, 2002). In order for the ex-

amples to illustrate the risks of dignity violations in the form of instrumental-

ization and objectification of children, while seeking to avoid further othering 

of them in the process, I have argued for how paradigmatic examples can have 
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the potential to highlight ethical possibilities for teachers to take moral respon-

sibility for their formally given authority by embodying dignity in educational 

relationships. In the following I will provide my own narrative on some of the 

moments in the research process that I find were transformative of my moral 

imagination and were opportunities for practicing committed non-attachment.  

 

4.5 Dance as ethical-educational relation 

The choice of philosophical texts with which to engage has been systematic 

to a certain degree in that I have leaned on my previous experience of studying 

Human Rights and the Western philosophical history of rights-discourse, in 

order to identify the genealogy of the concept of dignity within this discourse, 

containing three strands of thought, the virtue-tradition, the natural law tra-

dition and the constructionist one. The previously mentioned theses by Bowie 

(2011) and Jämterud (2016) were initially very helpful in this regard. Through 

these works I was also guided to use the theoretical framework of Sulmasy as 

well as of Aristotle, Kant and Nussbaum, which are all central to this thesis. 

The choice to engage with these authors, together with Biesta and Todd, is 

that they can be seen to give expression to the different aspects of dignity 

present in the European philosophical tradition, which encapsulate those eth-

ical tensions that I have argued are present not only in philosophical discourses 

on dignity but also in teachers’ practices in the form of tension between dif-

ferent educational aims and different attitudes towards the moral subjectivity 

of children. Moreover, the perspectives of Aristotelean and Kantian philoso-

phies are often the objects of critique that spring from these tensions, which 

gives cause for further engagement. I find it relevant to explore the possibili-

ties of moving through the universalist – constructionist dichotomy that lies 

within these philosophical traditions. That is, I have sought to address the cri-

tique directed towards these philosophical traditions through Aristotle and 

Kant from ‘within’ them, rather than from ‘without.’ To add dynamics to this 

dance, as explained in the previous chapter, I have also engaged with authors 

within the field of philosophy of education that do not explicitly discuss dig-

nity, but who provide a potential critique of human essentialism found in sev-

eral common accounts of dignity within the field of philosophy, and within 

the field of philosophy of education, mainly Biesta and Todd.  

In choosing narratives, this has been guided by the search for resonant ex-

amples that I believe have the potential to inspire imaginative ways of ethi-

cally relating, especially with regards to the issues of objectification and in-

strumentalization of children and conflicting educational goals. Early on in 

the process, during my work with article one (Mollvik, 2021), I encountered 

an ethical dilemma regarding choice of fictional narratives. I found that when 

I attempted to use examples which included reifying and discriminatory lan-

guage, this became ethically unsustainable because I was in a sense reinforc-

ing what I sought to criticize. Initially I chose a scene from the novel Push by 
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Sapphire, which I would label as including objectification and stigmatization 

of the main character. After valuable feedback and since I could not get access 

to the full novel Push, I chose to use an example from the movie Precious 

instead, which is based on the novel, but which I think illustrates a moment of 

connection and acknowledgement between the main character and her teacher, 

rather than being an instance of a dignity-violation. I have since then at-

tempted to choose narratives that I think illustrate the kind of moral awareness 

that I argue for.  

Another consideration in working with the scene from the movie Precious 

based on the novel Push was how my interpretation deviates from that of 

Nussbaum (2011). Nussbaum argues that the novel illustrates how equal and 

equitable access to education is a problem in wealthy nations, and that the 

capability of literacy can lead to knowledge about one’s dignity, but also to a 

psychological sense of increased dignity (Nussbaum, 2011, p.98). In a way, 

this is what could be labeled as learning about dignity (Adami, 2014c; Jerome, 

2018; Kumashiro, 2002). Although Nussbaum certainly does have a point, 

there is the risk of interpreting the main character, Precious, as a passive re-

cipient of education and the capability of literacy, that only in a second step 

leads to her agency and moral subjectivity being realized, or flourishing. Also, 

there is the risk of reinforcing stereotypes based on the social categories and 

labels one might attach to the character, Precious, where she might be seen as 

gaining dignity in spite of her attributed social identities, rather than in rela-

tionship with a teacher who is aware of these, and also sees beyond them. In 

the article, I attempt to reconstruct Nussbaum’s conception of inflorescent dig-

nity by bringing it into the ethical-relational sphere.  

In the second article (Bahizi, 2024a), the example is a written narration by 

a teacher/teacher-student from previous empirical research. In the original 

study (Tyson, 2016), the teacher-students were asked to describe a situation 

of conflict resolution from their own experience that they deemed successful. 

The narrative is thus written from the perspective of the teacher. A delimita-

tion here is that the perspective of the children involved are missing. As the 

focus of the article is on the moral responsibilities and moral learning of teach-

ers, having a teacher’s perspective was deemed appropriate. The example was 

chosen because of its potential to illustrate how moments of dignity or moral 

learning can happen through transcendent moments in education, where teach-

ers practice letting go of their own agendas, or at least loosening their mental 

grip on them, holding them in a non-attached way. However, it was through 

writing in dialogue with the example that the idea of transcendent moments 

and committed non-attachment took more concrete form. There has thus been 

a relational process where the narratives have been selected through my own 

agenda, and where the narratives have also transformed the agenda, or alter-

natively, the desires have emerged in a relational space.  

The third article (Bahizi, 2024b) has an example from another empirical 

study in which children’s modes of resistance was the focus (Dolk, 2013). The 
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particular example is a narration from a third-person perspective of a dialogue 

between a preschool teacher and a child. Although the narration is not from a 

child’s perspective, my interpretation seeks to highlight how the child is the 

one that could be seen to be practicing committed non-attachment in relation 

to the norm-critical agenda of the preschool, and to the teacher’s agenda of 

measuring the success of this approach through the interview with the child.  

To conclude, fictional narratives and empirical narratives, selected for their 

paradigmatic qualities, have been a way to align the methods of the study with 

a perspective on dignity in learning relationships as committed non-attach-

ment, in which I have sought to embrace tensions in between ontological po-

sitions of Aristotle, Kant and Levinas. The methodological contribution in the 

use of narratives as paradigmatic examples, is thus that the narratives are not 

explored through any one ontological research stance to ethics. I have also 

sought to practice an awareness of, and a committed non-attachment to: learn-

ing about different conceptions of dignity, and about the people in the narra-

tives; learning in relationship with philosophical texts and the narratives 

(Adami 2014c; Todd, 2003); and finally, learning as a form of critical reflec-

tion on the potential ethical tensions regarding identity, power and represen-

tation in my choice of philosophical texts and narratives, put in relation to my 

own situatedness and desires (Kumashiro, 2002; Todd, 2003).  In this chapter, 

I have argued for how committed non-attachment, besides being a theoretical 

contribution to the research field of dignity in education by providing a fluid-

ity of movement between different aspects of dignity, can also be seen as a 

research stance that avoids dogmatic loyalty to any one philosophical tradition 

or ethical theory, That is,  I have sought to show how the pluralistic and af-

firmative qualities of committed non-attachment can be carried out in the pro-

cess of writing a philosophical thesis on dignity. I have also argued for how a 

commitment to ontological open-endedness and to an epistemic attitude of 

moving with indeterminacy is congruent with my choice of working in rela-

tion with narratives. And so, although the narrative, that is this thesis, is com-

ing to a close on these pages, the open-endedness and indeterminacy of this 

educational encounter, means that our dance with dignity goes on. 
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5 Svensk sammanfattning  

5.1 Abstract 

Syftet med denna avhandling är att argumentera för en helhetlig förståelse av 

begreppet dignity (värdighet på svenska) som ägande moralisk relevans för 

både utbildningsfilosofer och lärare, med särskilt fokus på relationen mellan 

barn och vuxna i en formell utbildningskontext. Begreppet värdighet rekon-

strueras och utvecklas på tre nivåer: som ett regulativt ideal, som en relationell 

tillblivelseprocess; samt som en moralisk kvalité eller ett etiskt förhållnings-

sätt. Genom att omformulera och framhäva de relationella och dynamiska kva-

litéerna av värdighet i dess intrinsikala (intrinsic), processuella (inflorescent) 

och attribuerade (attributed) aspekter, blir värdighet ett normativt bärkraftigt 

begrepp som har potential att bidra till moralisk reflektion och handling i re-

lation till den inneboende risken för instrumentalisering och objektifiering av 

barn i formell utbildning. Sammanläggningsavhandlingen rekonstruerar och 

framhåller en förståelse av värdighet som ett pluralistiskt begrepp som varken 

är tänkt att fungera som ännu ett övergripande mål för utbildning eller som ett 

ideal som representeras och uppbärs av endast en filosofisk tradition. Det re-

konstruerade värdighetsbegreppet som avhandlingen argumenterar för fram-

ställs genom en kritisk dialog med olika filosofiska källor, främst Aristoteles, 

Immanuel Kant, Martha Nussbaum, Gert Biesta och Sharon Todd, men bemö-

ter också argument som ifrågasätter begreppets relevans. Genom denna kri-

tiska dialog utvecklas värdighet till ett mer fullödigt begrepp som sträcker sig 

utöver ett regulativt ideal och en relationell tillblivelseprocess till att också 

vara en form av moraliskt medvetande och ett etiskt förhållningssätt som yttrar 

sig på många sätt i relationer mellan barn och vuxna i utbildning. Detta etiska 

förhållningssätt beskrivs som committed non-attachment, ett förhållningssätt 

som framhäver vikten av att vara medveten om de etiska synergier och spän-

ningar som olika aspekter av värdighet skapar i förhållande till varandra. Vär-

dighet som committed non-attachment kräver, av både filosofer och lärare, 

flexibilitet och relationell finkänslighet, samt acceptans av obestämbarhet som 

beskrivs genom metaforen dans. Som framkommer av avhandlingens titel är 

denna dans en ambivalent rörelse. Å ena sidan innebär den en strävan mot 

värdighet i våra relationer till andra genom att dansa med värdighet som en 

ständigt närvarande och samtidigt undflyende danspartner. Å andra sidan in-

nebär den inte en linjär rörelse mot värdighet som ett förutbestämt och fullt 

definierat ideal utan en strävan efter att göra själva rörelsen med etisk medve-

tenhet på ett sätt som skapar mening för oss själva, för varandra och för värl-

den. En strävan att röra oss, eller dansa, med värdighet. 
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5.2 Kapitel 1 

Första kapitlet underbygger avhandlingens huvudsyfte genom att argumentera 

för den etiska relevansen av ett rekonstruerat värdighetsbegrepp för utbild-

ningsfilosofi och formell utbildningspraktik. Ett första steg i denna argumen-

tation är att beskriva de etiska utmaningar inom utbildning som värdighet sva-

rar an på, nämligen att det finns spänningar mellan olika utbildningsmål. Som 

exempel på dessa etiska spänningar kan nämnas att framhäva barns rätt till 

omvårdnad (Noddings, 1985), deras agens (Adami, 2020), deras potential som 

framtida produktiva medborgare på en global marknad (Teixeira, 2020), samt 

deras roll som politiska och moraliska subjekt i en kosmopolitisk kontext 

(Rönnström 2015, 2016a, 2016b). I alla dessa exempel på spänningar mellan 

och inom olika utbildningsmål möter lärare en utmaning i att realisera dessa 

utan at ha tillgång till ett filosofiskt utvecklat etiskt ideal och förhållningssätt 

som kan stödja dem i att kritiskt reflektera kring dessa utbildningsmål och att 

förkroppsliga och integrera etiska värden i sin praktik. Ett andra steg i argu-

mentationen är att framhålla hur arbetet med att realisera alla mål med utbild-

ning, oavsett hur holistiskt formulerade de är, riskerar att leda till att barns 

moraliska subjektivitet undervärderas genom att de behandlas som objekt och 

instrument för att uppfylla vuxnas förväntningar på utbildningens resultat. I 

kapitlet diskuteras hur objektifiering och instrumentalisering utgör två former 

av kränkning av värdighet inom utbildning som jag menar ofta förbises och 

resoneras bort då utbildningsmålen antas vara för barns bästa. Objektifiering 

och instrumentalisering är på så vis inbyggda etiska risker i all formell utbild-

ning då utbildning har en ofrånkomlig fostrande aspekt. Dessa former av 

kränkning är samtidigt kopplade till andra former av kränkningar såsom stig-

matisering, dehumanisering och infantilisering. Ett tredje argument är att ef-

tersom vuxna har skapat denna instrumentalisering och objektifiering och ef-

tersom institutionaliserad utbildning dessutom präglas av en inneboende 

maktasymmetri där vuxna har formell auktoritet över barn, behöver vuxna ta 

etiskt ansvar för de risker detta innebär. Jag föreslår en förståelse av värdighet 

som ett ideal om moralens potentialitet i relationer och som ett förhållningssätt 

där lärare och filosofer övar sig på att vara öppna för de ögonblick av värdighet 

som kan uppstå när vi inser den relativa vikten av olika utbildningsmål och 

förväntningar. Denna moraliska medvetenhet benämns committed non-atta-

chment och liknas genom metaforen av en dans. Istället för att bli ytterligare 

ett mål med utbildning, menar jag därmed att värdighet som regulativt ideal 

och förhållningssätt flyttar fokus från frågan om utbildningens vad, till frågan 

om utbildningens hur.  

I kapitlet argumenterar jag genom tidigare forskning för hur en vitali-

serande filosofisk diskussion om värdighet kan utgöra ett bidrag på olika sätt. 

Värdighet fördjupar och nyanserar kritiken inom utbildningsfilosofi av en 

överinstrumentalisering av utbildning för kapitalistiska mål (Elfert, 2018; 

Jerome, 2018; Nussbaum, 2010; Rönnström 2015, 2016a, 2016b; Ringarp & 
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Waldov, 2016; Sundberg, 2020) genom att vara ett explicit etiskt ideal.  En 

fördjupad filosofisk undersökning av värdighet erbjuder också ett alternativ 

till den utbildningsfilosofiska forskning som använder sig av värdighet som 

begrepp i implicita termer (Kristjánsson, 2021; Wilson-Strydom & Walker, 

2015; Wolbert et al., 2021),  i generella termer (Gershon, 2016; Lohrensheit, 

2006; Reardon, 1995)  eller som enbart diskuterar det från ett neo-Kantianskt 

perspektiv (Giesinger, 2012; Park, 1997). I en bredare filosofisk forsknings-

kontext undviker avhandlingen en binär syn på värdighet (Darwall, 1977; 

Neuhäuser & Stoecker, 2014; Schroeder, 2010) som begränsar begreppets pot-

ential för att istället rekonstruera ett tredelat värdighetsbegrepp som bemöter 

kritik av vanliga tolkningar av värdighet som varande för essentialistiska 

(Nussbaum, 2006, 2011; Rorty, 1993; Sangiovanni; 2017).   

Avhandlingen rekonstruerar begreppet värdighet på olika sätt. Först intro-

duceras ett tredelat värdighetsbegrepp till det utbildningsfilosofiska fältet ge-

nom användandet av ett teoretiskt ramverk om värdighet utvecklat av Daniel 

Sulmasy inom det biomedicinska fältet. Sulmasy (2006; 2007) skiljer mellan 

intrinsikal värdighet (intrinsic dignity), värdighet som tillblivelseprocess (in-

florescent dignity) och attribuerad värdighet (attributed dignity). Intrinsikal 

värdighet kan förstås som en Kantiansk idé om människor som moraliska sub-

jekt som bör behandlas som mål i sig själva och inte enbart som medel för 

externa mål. Värdighet som tillblivelseprocess har likheter med den Aristote-

liska synen på människor som bärare av potentiella förmågor som utbildning 

har en skyldighet att ge möjligheter att förverkliga. Attribuerad värdighet har 

bland annat sina rötter i stoicismen och är knutet till vår moraliska och sociala 

status, det vill säga hur vi värderas av andra och hur väl vi anses uppfylla våra 

sociala roller och normer. I kapitel två utvecklar jag närmare hur Sulmasy’s 

tredelade värdighetsbegrepp är användbart för att förstå de olika sätt som vär-

dighet har konceptualiserats i västeuropeisk filosofi med rötter i antiken. Detta 

ramverk fungerar sedan som språngbräda för avhandlingen att utveckla en re-

konstruerad syn på dessa tre aspekter av värdighet och för att därmed utgöra 

ett bidrag till det utbildningsfilosofiska forskningsfältet samt till en bredare 

filosofisk diskurs om värdighet.  

I den första artikeln (Mollvik, 2021) rekonstruerar och utvecklar jag inflo-

rescent dignity genom att föreslå att tillblivelseprocessen i utbildning inte en-

bart handlar om att utveckla en bred palett av förmågor för ett framtida värdigt 

liv (såsom Nussbaum föreslår) men att denna process också behöver ske på 

ett värdigt sätt i relationer där barn får uppleva sig själva och andra som vär-

diga. Detta är ett första steg i att lösgöra värdighet inom utbildning från es-

sentialistiska tolkningar av begreppet och att göra begreppet mer kongruent 

med en relationell syn på etik och på utbildning. I den andra artikeln (Bahizi 

2024a) övergår jag till att rekonstruera intrinsic dignity på ett liknande sätt 

genom att vila på icke-essentialistiska tolkningar av Kant och Aristoteles där 

intrinsikal värdighet förstås som den relationellt villkorade potentialiteten för 

moral, som ett regulativt ideal, snarare än att vara grundad i en viss artspecifik 
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mänsklig förmåga till rationalitet. I utbildningsrelationer menar jag att detta 

kan realiseras exempelvis genom att lärare förhåller sig till barn och sig själva 

som moraliska subjekt i ständig tillblivelse, snarare än att se sig själva som 

fullt moraliska och barn som i behov av att få moral genom utbildning (Bahizi, 

2024a). Dessa två artiklar tillsammans utgör ett teoretiskt bidrag till det ut-

bildningsfilosofiska fältet i och med att de introducerar ett tredelat värdighets-

begrepp som är relationellt konstituerat. Detta öppnar upp för den tredje arti-

kelns bidrag, vilket är att utveckla en fjärde aspekt av värdighet, nämligen 

värdighet som ett förhållningssätt, committed non-attachment som liknas vid 

en dans. Dansmetaforen syftar till att peka på hur utbildning kan ses som en 

relationell meningsskapandeprocess med obestämbarhet som ett grundvillkor. 

Denna obestämbarhet skapar etiska risker och möjligheter som jag menar att 

vi bör leva dynamiskt med, istället för att streta emot. 

Forskningsfrågorna är ämnade att undersöka den normativa potential som 

ligger i värdighet som begrepp och förhållningssätt både inom utbildningsfi-

losofi och praktik. Avhandlingen har alltså en normativ ansats i och med att 

den argumenterar för hur en rekonstruerad syn på värdighet kan verka etiskt 

berikande (Badersten 2006). Eftersom detta också kräver ett undersökande av 

samspelet mellan teori och praktik, söker jag utföra en rörelse mellan dessa, 

genom att sätta olika filosofiska idéer om värdighet i samspel med narrativ 

som beskriver några undervisningssituationer hämtade både från film och lit-

teratur samt tidigare empirisk forskning (se kapitel 4).  Forskningsfrågorna 

utgörs därför av en fråga som är av mer teoretisk karaktär med fokus på ut-

bildningsfilosofi och en som riktar sig mot den formella utbildningens prak-

tiska karaktär: 

 

1. Hur kan ett helhetligt etiskt-pedagogiskt värdighetsbegrepp förstås i för-

hållande till inneboende spänningar i relationer mellan barn och vuxna i 

formell utbildning som innefattar risker för oetisk objektifiering och in-

strumentalisering? (Artiklar 1 och 2) 

2. Hur kan en helhetlig förståelse av värdighet gestaltas i utbildningsrelat-

ioner mellan barn och vuxna i formella utbildningskontexter? (Artikel 3) 

 

5.3 Kapitel 2 

I det andra kapitlet grundas mitt tredelade värdighetsbegrepp i en västeurope-

isk filosofisk kontext samt relateras till internationella människorättsdoku-

ment. Jag visar på hur idéer om moraliskt värde kan sägas ha utvecklats i tre 

olika faser: från att främst ha varit en fråga om social status under antiken; till 

att vara grundad i den mänskliga förmågan till rationalitet under upplysnings-

tiden; till att slutligen nå en fas då värdighet erkänns i människorättsdokument 

som ett närmast universellt värde, samtidigt som grunderna för denna uni-

versalisering ifrågasätts och kritiseras av bland andra postmoderna, postkol-
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oniala och feministiska forskare. Den första fasen kan sägas vara represente-

rad av tänkare såsom exempelvis Platon, Aristoteles, Homeros, Aischylos, 

Herodotos, Cicero och Thomas ab Aquino. Samtliga omfattar en förståelse av 

moraliskt värde som att det är knutet till hur väl vi som människor lyckas leva 

moraliskt och uppfylla de sociala roller vi har (Hayden, 2001; LeMoine, 

2020).  

Den andra fasen kan sägas representeras av Immanuel Kant. Enligt en van-

lig tolkning av Kant har människor moraliskt värde eftersom de har förmåga 

att genom sin rationalitet välja att leva i enlighet med den moraliska lagen, 

eller att sträva efter det högsta goda. Då vi erkänner denna moraliska potenti-

alitet hos oss själva följer en skyldighet att respektera den hos andra (potenti-

ellt rationella varelser) genom att inte behandla dem enbart som medel utan 

alltid som mål i sig själva (Hayden, 2001; Kateb, 2011; Nordenfelt, 2021; Ro-

sen, 2012; Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2023). Andra upplysnings-

filosofier gav uttryck för likande idéer, vilka kan sammanfattas under paraply-

benämningen naturrättsteorier (Hayden, 2001, s. 7). Precis som i den första 

fasen finns det en risk för hierarkisk ordning i sådana förståelser av värdighet 

i den meningen att om moraliskt värde likställs med den specifikt mänskliga 

förmågan till rationalitet kan detta innebära att de som inte anses uppfylla 

dessa krav därmed också kan anses ha lägre moraliskt värde.  

Den tredje fasen under 1900-talet präglas av en kritik av essentialistiska 

tolkningar av moraliskt värde och rättigheter, exempelvis från postmoderna, 

postkoloniala och feministiska forskare och tänkare (Derrida i Borradori, 

2003; Douzinas, 2000; Mouffe, 2014; Mutua, 2008; Young, 1990). Den tredje 

fasen kan beskrivas som ett spektrum mellan moderat essentialism (Nuss-

baum, 1992, 2011) till ett totalt avfärdande av värdighet som ett användbart 

etiskt begrepp (Rorty, 1993; Sangiovanni, 2017). I avhandlingen diskuterar 

jag Nussbaum och Rortys tolkningar samt den ovannämnda postmoderna, 

postkoloniala och feministiska kritiken och förstår dem som att de alla söker 

att kritisera en förståelse av värdighet/moraliskt värde/rättigheter som alltför 

tätt knutet till snäva definitioner av det ”mänskliga.” 

Under 1900-talet har värdighet blivit ett alltmer centralt begrepp i männi-

skorättsdokument. Som en reaktion på Andra Världskriget och Förintelsen 

skrevs FN-stadgan (1945) och Deklarationen om de mänskliga rättigheterna 

(1948) där värdighet kan tolkas som en grund för rättigheter (Jämterud, 2016, 

sid. 59–60; Schultziner, 2007, s. 76). Värdighet och mänskliga rättigheter har 

också kommit att få allt starkare betydelse i förhållande till utbildning, exem-

pelvis genom författandet av Deklarationen om barnets rättigheter (1989, ar-

tikel 29) i vilken ett uttryckligt mål med utbildning är att främja barns rätt till 

att utveckla sin potential (inflorescent dignity). Utbildning formuleras som en 

rättighet (intrinsic dignity) och samtidigt uttrycks också ambitionen att utbild-

ning kommer att ha en fostrande effekt genom att barn ska lära sig att respek-

tera egna och andras rättigheter och därmed också värdighet (attributed dig-
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nity). Dock innehåller dessa människorättsdokument i sig ingen filosofisk dis-

kussion kring värdighet vilket jag menar kan behövas för att de ska kunna 

tolkas och omsättas till etisk praktik. Också här finns det alltså en spänning 

mellan utbildning som en rättighet och utbildningens fostrande funktion att 

främja barns moraliska utveckling till att bli framtida demokratiska medbor-

gare där lärare lämnas ensamma i att reflektera kring hur sådana spänningar 

kan förstås och levas med. 

Med denna historiska överblick av värdighet i västeuropeisk filosofi och i 

dagens människorättsdokument om utbildning menar jag att Sulmasys (2006, 

2007) tredelade värdighetsbegrepp kan vara användbart för att beskriva hur 

värdighet kan förstås både som knutet till social status (attributed dignity), 

som en inneboende moralisk potentialitet grundad i den moraliska lagen, al-

ternativt i förmågan till rationalitet (intrinsic dignity) samt slutligen som en 

process där man utvecklar olika förmågor (inflorescent dignity). På grund av 

kritiken mot värdighet som varande ett essentialistiskt och alltför teoretiskt 

vagt begrepp utan moralisk motivationskraft menar jag också att värdighet 

som normativ idé behöver rekonstrueras och utvecklas för att möta dessa ut-

maningar samt för att ge ett praktiskt relevant filosofiskt innehåll till de sve-

pande formuleringarna i de internationella värdegrundstexterna gällande ut-

bildningens syften.  

 

5.4 Kapitel 3 

I detta kapitel utvecklas begreppet värdighet ytterligare genom dialog med 

närliggande utbildningsfilosofiska idéer, nämligen Human Rights Education, 

Cosmopolitan Education och Ethics of Care. Först argumenterar jag för hur 

värdighet kan berika Human Rights Education (HRE) som utbildningspraktik 

och forskningsfält genom att det är ett explicit etiskt begrepp som därmed flyt-

tar fokus till relationer och vikten av utbildning genom och för mänskliga rät-

tigheter. Detta menar jag kan stärka argumenten hos de HRE-forskare som 

framhåller riskerna med att HRE reduceras till utbildning om mänskliga rät-

tigheter som legalistiskt ramverk och att barn därmed inte blir delaktiga i en 

öppen diskussion kring vad mänskliga rättigheter skulle kunna vara (Adami, 

2014b, 2014c; Jerome, 2018; Todres & Kilkelly, 2022).  Jag framhåller också 

att värdighet hjälper till att få syn på de mikroaggressioner som kan ske i for-

mella utbildningskontexter som utgör subtila former av instrumentalisering, 

objektifiering och diskriminering, men som kanske inte når upp till den rätts-

liga definitionen av människorättskränkningar. Exempel på sådana mikroag-

gressioner kan vara att sätta etiketter på barn såsom ”troublemaker” (Margo-

nis, 2015) eller ”bångstyrig” i en svensk kontext (Dolk, 2013). Då den kritiska 

HRE-forskningen visar på hur även utbildning i mänskliga rättigheter kan ha 

instrumentaliserande, objektifierande, diskriminerande och exkluderande ef-

fekter, stärker detta i sin tur angelägenheten av att värdighet inte reduceras på 

ett liknande sätt. 
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Kosmopolitisk utbildning har liksom HRE potential att utgöra en annan 

motvikt till kapitalistiska mål med utbildning. Detta är dock under förutsätt-

ning att ”kosmopolitisk” inte blir ännu en totaliserande etikett (Papastepha-

nou, 2013; Rönnström, 2016a, 2019; Schumann, 2020). Claudia Schumann 

(2020) skriver om hur kosmopolitisk utbildning kan agera som kritik av reifi-

ering. Detta begrepp, hämtat från Honneth, är i Schumanns tolkning den pro-

cess där vår förståelse av varandra stelnar genom att vi antingen ser andra som 

lika oss för att de verkar ha ”samma” förmågor eller attribut eller att vi ser 

andra som olika oss själva på grund av att vi anser dem sakna dessa förmågor 

och attribut (Schumann, 2020, s. 11). Motsatsen till reifiering är i Schumanns 

läsning av Honneth recognition, eller erkännande på svenska, som till exem-

pel kan handla om att se människor som inkluderade i samma moraliska sfär, 

bortom socialt konstruerade roller (Schumann, 2012, sid. 228–233). Honneths 

resonemang kring erkännande ger därmed ytterligare stöd till betydelsen av 

det rekonstruerade värdighetsbegrepp jag utvecklar i avhandlingen i ljuset av 

inneboende etiska risker i formell utbildning. Jag menar också att min dans-

metafor kan belysa värdighetens ”skugga” – reifiering, och dess dynamik i 

vilken vuxna kan tro sig ha goda syften med utbildning men att dessa syften 

kan orsaka barn skada om de inte fortsätter vara öppna för att omförhandlas 

och om barn och vuxna fastlåses vid bestämda roller. Den kosmopolitiska kri-

tiken av reifiering i utbildning stärker därmed angelägenheten av att utveckla 

ett dansant värdighetsbegrepp.  

Ethics of Care, utvecklat av Nel Noddings (1984) understryker utbildning-

ens ansvar att visa omsorg. På så sätt förflyttas fokus från en syn på utbildning 

som en ensidig jakt på måluppfyllelse till utbildningens etiska dimensioner. 

Noddings argument stärker argumenten i denna avhandling genom att upp-

märksamma hur sårbara människor är inför varandra och att skolan är en plats 

som, likväl som familjen, formar vårt tillblivande som moraliska subjekt. I 

enighet med Noddings menar jag också att det inte räcker med att formulera 

generella etiska principer för utbildning utan att dessa även behöver för-

kroppsligas och omskapas i relationer i specifika kontexter. Däremot anser jag 

att det finns en risk att också en omsorgsetik kan fastna i subjekt-objektrelat-

ioner där barn blir till passiva mottagare av omsorg. Det finns även etiska ris-

ker i att hysa en förväntan om reciprocitet där barn ska visa tacksamhet för 

den omsorgsfulla utbildningen de fått genom att träda ut i världen som själv-

förverkligade individer. Diskussionen av det omsorgsetiska förhållningssättet 

bär likheter med den argumentation jag för i förhållande till Nussbaums 

(2011) förståelse av värdighet som utvecklandet av förmågor. Jag menar att 

det i bägge fall finns en risk att de barn som inte visar på strävsamhet och 

vitalitet i sitt växande kan bli stigmatiserade (Mollvik, 2021).  

Andrea Sangiovanni (2017) skriver i en bredare filosofisk kontext och inte 

inom en utbildningskontext och visar på vad värdighet inte är. Sangiovanni 

räknar upp objektifiering, instrumentalisering, infantilisering, stigmatisering 

och avhumaniserande praktiker och definierar dessa som de handlingar som 
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utan tillåtelse, på ett felaktigt eller skadligt sätt utnyttjar andras sårbarhet för 

att kränka integriteten hos deras självuppfattning. Sangiovanni menar vidare 

att vi därför inte behöver en idé om värdighet som en ”mysterious, transcen-

dental property” för att kunna förklara varför dessa handlingar är felaktiga 

(Sangiovanni, 2017, s. 255) och föreslår ”humanity” som ett alternativt be-

grepp till värdighet. Jag tolkar det som att Sangiovanni vill argumentera mot 

dessa etiskt felaktiga handlingar genom att peka på deras negativa psykolo-

giska effekter. På så sätt för Sangiovanni uppmärksamheten till den psykolo-

giska dimensionen av värdighet (se Hicks, 2011). Däremot skiljer sig mitt vär-

dighetsbegrepp från Sangiovannis förståelse av värdighet då jag rekonstruerar 

det som ett etiskt ideal snarare än en inneboende egenskap hos människor 

(Bahizi, 2024a). Därmed blir värdighet psykologiskt sårbart för kränkningar, 

men finns samtidigt alltid närvarande som en potentialitet i relationer. Vidare 

menar jag också att ”humanity” inte finns integrerat i människorättsdokument 

om utbildning samt att det är ett alltför artspecifikt begrepp och att det därför 

är motiverat att inte avfärda värdighet utan att istället rekonstruera det.  

Sammanfattningsvis visar denna dialog med närliggande filosofiska idéer på 

hur vår psykologiska upplevelse av värdighet är sårbar inför andra. Då barn 

dessutom är extra sårbara i relation till vuxna i formella utbildningskontexter, 

behöver utbildning skifta fokus från strävan efter måluppfyllelse till att ses 

som en i grunden etisk aktivitet. För att undvika reifiering behöver även vär-

dighet som etiskt begrepp rekonstrueras och ständigt också omskapas i relat-

ioner där det samtidigt måste finnas en medvetenhet om maktasymmetri. 

 

5.5 Kapitel 4 

Det fjärde och sista kapitlet i avhandlingen argumenterar för hur värdighet 

som committed non-attachment kan förstås som ett teoretiskt förhållningssätt 

och en metodologisk ansats genom att skapa rörelse mellan traditionellt åt-

skilda etiska perspektiv. Detta innebär att jag arbetar med att söka efter möj-

liga synergier och att tona ned vissa traditionellt förgivettagna skillnader i 

verklighetsuppfattningar och syn på etik som finns mellan de filosofer som 

används flitigast i avhandlingens artiklar, nämligen Aristoteles, Kant, Nuss-

baum, Biesta och Todd. Samtidigt erkänner jag att det finns en potentiellt pro-

duktiv dynamik i de spänningar som kvarstår efter en sådan rekonstruktion. 

En grundläggande premiss för denna avhandling är att det finns ett utbyte 

mellan teori och praktik, det vill säga att våra uppfattningar om vad etik är och 

vilka grunderna för etiken är också påverkar hur vi relaterar till varandra i vårt 

dagliga liv och i våra professionella roller. Därför ägnar jag de två första ar-

tiklarna åt att rekonstruera värdighet för att i den tredje artikeln föra dialog 

med Biesta och Todd för att undersöka hur värdighet som en dans skulle kunna 

gestaltas i möten med barn i en formell utbildningskontext. Detta perspektiv 

skiljer sig dock från de etiska teorier som Aristoteles, Kant och Nussbaum kan 

sägas representera. Först brukar man skilja mellan Aristotelisk dygdetik och 
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Kantiansk pliktetik där den förra understryker vikten av att sträva efter det 

goda, medan den senare understryker vikten av att sträva efter det moraliskt 

rätta. Vid en kritisk läsning av dessa två filosofer som jag ägnar mig åt i min 

andra artikel (Bahizi, 2024a) menar jag tillsammans med bland andra Kors-

gaard (1996, 2008) att det går att föra dessa två etiska perspektiv närmare 

varandra i och med att de båda har gemensamt att de förespråkar en form av 

etisk realism. Detta såtillvida att det Goda hos Aristoteles och den Moraliska 

Lagen hos Kant existerar utanför mänskligt medvetande men att det är möjligt 

för människor att genom att använda vår rationalitet bli medvetna om det 

goda/rätta och sträva efter det. För utbildning menar jag att detta kan innebära 

en risk ur ett relationellt perspektiv i och med att moral kan tolkas som en 

tvåstegsprocess där barn först behöver göras medvetna om det goda/rätta för 

att i ett andra steg börja handla moraliskt mot andra människor. Detta skulle 

kunna förstås som en uppfattning om barn som moraliska subjekt i vardande, 

snarare än fullt likvärdiga vuxna (Bahizi, 2024a). Även om det alltså är ett 

steg i rätt riktning att se barn som subjekt i vardande snarare än objekt, kan 

detta alltså fortfarande leda till objektifierande relationer i många situationer. 

Jag argumenterar därför i min andra artikel för hur vi som vuxna behöver ha 

ett ödmjukt förhållande till oss själva och se oss själva som subjekt i vardande 

tillsammans med barn. 

Ett alternativt sätt att adressera risken med subjekt-objektrelationer i utbild-

ning är att luta sig mot en mer radikalt relationell syn på etik, i vilken det etiska 

inte förstås som utanför människors individuella medvetande utan som något 

som uppstår i själva mötet (Levinas, 1969). I min tredje artikel för jag in ar-

gument från Biesta och Todd, som i sin tur till stor del vilar på en relationell 

syn på etik så som den uttrycks av Emmanuel Levinas. Levinas (1969) menar 

att vi inte först blir moraliska subjekt och sedan agerar moraliskt i vårt möte 

med andra utan att vi faktiskt blir till genom andra. För Biesta och Todd inne-

bär detta att lärare behöver vara extra medvetna om vilka tillblivelseprocesser 

som vi ger utrymme för och vilka vi försöker undertrycka. Detta innebär också 

en bibehållen öppenhet för den andra (Biesta, 2013, 2015, 2020; Todd, 1997, 

2003, 2015, 2022, 2023). För att återgå till dansmetaforen skulle man kunna 

säga att Aristoteles och Kant menade att vi alla behöver lyssna efter samma 

musik att dansa till, medan Levinas menade att vi varken kan eller bör förut-

sätta att andra hör samma ”moraliska musik” som vi men att vi ändå är tving-

ade till att röra oss i relation till andra. En potentiell risk med det Levinasi-

anska synsättet skulle kunna vara att vi tappar hopp om att någonsin kunna nå 

ett harmoniskt samspel.  

Syftet med att föra en dialog med tänkare som kommer från dessa tradit-

ionellt separerade traditioner är inte att upplösa alla spänningar mellan dem 

och inte heller att statiskt ställa dem mot varandra. Snarare ämnar avhand-

lingen visa på ett dynamiskt spänningsfält av synergi och divergens mellan 

dem. På detta sätt undersöker avhandlingen vilka etiska risker och möjligheter 

som synliggörs eller faller i skugga genom de olika perspektiven. Värdighet 
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som committed non-attachment eller en dans innebär således också en plural-

istisk syn på etik, där målet inte är att komma till en statisk position kring 

grunderna för värdighet, utan att dansa emellan dem i olika sfärer. 

Med en mer relationell syn på etik blir det viktigt att undersöka hur ett etiskt 

begrepp som värdighet faktiskt kan gestaltas i möten mellan vuxna och barn i 

formell utbildningskontext och därför har jag i varje artikel valt att filosofera 

i dialog med narrativ som utgör små ögonblicksbilder av ett möte. Exemplen 

har valts därför att jag ansett att de har potential att utveckla filosofers och 

lärares moraliska fantasi. Detta kan förstås som paradigmatiska exempel (Ty-

son, 2016) i och med att de lyfter etiska möjligheter snarare än att utge sig för 

att vara representativa för en generaliserad verklighet. Langmann (2013, s. 51) 

menar på ett liknande sätt att ”anekdotiska” exempel ofta används inom filo-

sofi och fenomenologi för att belysa hur en idé eller ett koncept kan relateras 

till en rikt nyanserad kontext. 

I dansen med exempel finns det igen etiska risker med att förstärka stereo-

typer, att välja exempel utifrån vad de anses representera och att sedan anta 

att läsare kommer att tolka exemplen på samma sätt. Rebecca Adami (2014), 

Marie Hållander (2017) och Kevin Kumashiro (2002) lyfter på olika sätt dessa 

risker då de menar att om man ser narrativens funktion som endast att lära om 

den andra, istället för med och för andra, kan detta ha objektifierande, instru-

mentaliserande och stigmatiserande effekter. De understryker därför att det 

behöver finnas en kritisk medvetenhet kring den egna positionen och en öp-

penhet för att lära i relation till narrativ. Jag menar att detta etiska ansvar också 

gäller med fiktiva narrativ. Ett exempel på hur detta har påverkat arbetet med 

denna avhandling är att jag i tidiga artikelutkast prövade mer ”negativa” ex-

empel som enligt mig innehöll beskrivningar av värdighetskränkningar av 

barn i skolan, men att jag fann att detta blev kontraproduktivt och endast bi-

drog till att förstärka negativa fördomar om både elever och lärare. I de slutliga 

exemplen finns fortfarande värdighetskränkningar latent närvarande, men det 

är de etiska möjligheterna som lyfts. 

I detta kapitel har värdighet som committed non-attachment eller en dans 

beskrivits också som en metodologiskt ansats, där olika perspektiv på etik, 

olika aspekter av värdighet, det teoretiska och det praktiska, filosofisk reflekt-

ion, introspektion och narrativa exempel sätts i dynamiskt samspel med 

varandra. Jag har även sökt att visa på hur obestämbarheten som ett grundvill-

kor för etiska relationer är kongruent med mitt sätt att arbeta med olika filo-

sofiska traditioner och med narrativ. Detta innebär således att även om det 

narrativ som denna text utgör härmed kommer till sitt slut, kommer vår ge-

mensamma dans med värdighet att fortsätta. 
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6  Summary and reflection on the articles 

 

6.1 Inflorescent dignity: A reconstructive interpretation of 

Martha Nussbaum’s conception of dignity and its impli-

cations for education 

The first article is concerned with the inflorescent aspect of dignity as it can 

be found in the works of Martha Nussbaum. The first aim of the article is to 

challenge a commonly held binary view on dignity as either intrinsic or ex-

trinsic, and to argue that this is not sufficient in education as dignity thus runs 

the risk of being seen only as fixed states, rather than also being a process. By 

offering the term inflorescent dignity as another aspect of dignity, I seek to 

bridge the gap in the understanding of dignity. A second aim is to link the 

process of inflorescent dignity to the intra- and inter-relational sphere of dig-

nity in schools. In the article, I use a scene from the film Precious by Lee 

Daniels, based on the novel Push, by Sapphire, to illustrate how dignity is 

more than just a set of rights or even of flourishing capabilities on a socio-

political and institutional level of the kind that Nussbaum argues for, but that 

it can also be the flourishing of an awareness of the intrinsic value of an en-

counter between beings. To be fully seen and to see oneself beyond social roles 

and labels. By using an example that Nussbaum herself also mentions in her 

work Creating Capabilities (2011), and deepening Nussbaum’s interpretation 

by bringing it to the intra/inter-relational sphere, the article thus reinterprets 

Nussbaum’s conception of dignity.  

The article has a three-part structure together with an introduction. First, I 

give an account of Nussbaum’s conception of dignity and its relation with her 

Capabilities Approach. In the second part I argue that Nussbaum’s conception 

of dignity could be labeled as inflorescent dignity grounded in intrinsic dig-

nity, as described by Daniel Sulmasy within the field of biomedicine. I also 

argue that this conception of dignity can be seen as a more fruitful way of 

viewing dignity than the more common intrinsic-attributed binary in educa-

tion, as it moves away from a focus on what Sulmasy (2006; 2007) calls at-

tributed dignity. A contribution of the article that is provided at this stage, is 

theorizing about dignity in the context of education, and thus complimenting 

the neo-Aristotelean focus of some educational research on human flourish-

ing, strengthening these researchers’ arguments for a holistic, not solely in-

strumental and market-oriented education. In the third and last part of the ar-

ticle, I move back to the example of the character Precious and conclude that 

it is not only certain capabilities that are to flourish in education such as liter-

acy and critical thinking, but that our moral awareness of ourselves and others 

as dignity bearers is a capability in its own right that should be experienced, 

practiced and nourished through education in teacher-student relationships. 
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The article functions as laying some theoretical foundation for the thesis as a 

whole by introducing the three aspects of dignity. It also provides an overview 

of Nussbaum’s understanding of the relationship between dignity and capa-

bilities, which is problematized in the second article. 
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6.2 Intrinsic dignity and moral learning: Exploring the 

grounding and scope of dignity and the need for trans-

cendent moments in education 

The second article discusses the moral grounding and scope of intrinsic dig-

nity. Whereas article one connects inflorescent dignity to the socio-political 

and intra-interpersonal levels, this article connects the meta-ethical grounding 

for intrinsic dignity with how it can be enacted in child-adult relationships. 

The first aim is to articulate a meta-ethical ground for dignity through my 

reading of Aristotle and Kant. Because the literature on dignity in education 

often contains strains of either an Aristotelean or a Kantian perspective, and 

seldom a combination of the two, the article contributes to the field by high-

lighting overlaps between them. Again, as to bring the article in alignment 

with the overall aim of the thesis, it also has a second aim of connecting the 

conceptualization of dignity argued for with its embodiment in child-adult re-

lationships.  

After an introduction, the article consists of three parts. In the first two parts 

of the article, I challenge popular readings of Aristotle and Kant and instead 

lean on interpretations from mainly Korsgaard, Guyer, Louden and Sensen to 

argue for how both Aristotle and Kant can be seen to share an understanding 

of intrinsic dignity as being the highest good/eudaimonia itself, rather than 

being grounded in certain individual or even species-specific capabilities.  

The questioning of intrinsic dignity being grounded in capabilities grew 

from a certain unease I experienced when reading Nussbaum’s work on capa-

bilities and dignity, as I began to see that grounding dignity in the capability 

for active striving and flourishing, if not counter-balanced, could lead to ma-

terialism and of instrumentalization of education sneaking in through the back 

door. In the third and last part of the article, I seek to illustrate how there are 

many situations in education and in life where we are in despair, and where it 

would be psychologically and ethically unwise to push another person or our-

selves to strive to realize our capability for dignity. Where instead, in moments 

of grace and surrender, we may hope to find ourselves being able to do what 

the teacher in the example does: To take a deep breath, letting go of any 

agenda, even the one of being morally good, and to enter into unconditional 

togetherness with a child. These are what I refer to as transcendent moments 

in education. 

The article deepens the discussion of intrinsic dignity on a philosophical 

level by defining intrinsic dignity as a regulative ideal which can be realized 

through what I have already defined in article one as inflorescent dignity. This 

article, together with the first article, thus answer the first research question: 

How can a comprehensive ethical-educational conceptualization of dignity be 

understood in regard to inherent tensions in relationships between children 

and adults in formal education involving the risks of unethical objectification 
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and instrumentalization? This provides the impetus for the following article, 

which explores the second research question. 
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6.3 Teaching as a dance with and towards dignity: Recog-

nizing dignity in educational relationships.  

The third article of the thesis focuses on highlighting the ways that tensions 

between different educational aims can be perceived and approached within 

philosophy of education and in practice by teachers. The article seeks to ad-

dress an underlying ethical and relational problem of how aims in themselves, 

even when holistic, still always run the risk of becoming stagnant and reified. 

I argue that the unavoidable fact of educational aims involving the risk of be-

coming stagnant can have detrimental effects on relationships in formal edu-

cational contexts. However, I re-frame the problem from an ethical viewpoint 

and propose dignity-awareness as a practice of ethical relational attunement 

to educational aims where these are left open for renewal and dynamic co-

existence, not merely through a process of strenuous self-reflection and peda-

gogical dialogue, but through artfulness and playfulness. I suggest dance as a 

metaphor for an ethical awareness/interaction in which the relative importance 

of educational aims is acknowledged and appreciated. 

The article consists of an introduction and four parts. I first give an over-

view of previous research that has formulated a critique against the human 

capital approach to education and explain how this can be understood to have 

connections with an attributed view of dignity. Thereafter, I focus on two ex-

amples from previous research (Tapola, 2011 and de Wet et al., 2015) that 

show how teachers-to-be interpret dignity in an attributed way as tied to social 

roles and status. In the second part, I engage with the work of Gert Biesta and 

his model of three dimensions of educational aims in order to argue for an 

intersubjective ontology as a meta-ethical ground for dignity awareness in ed-

ucational relationships. This builds on my argument in the second article, in 

which I propose relationality, together with freedom and interdependence as 

a ground for dignity within a neo-Kantian ethical framework. The third part 

of the article deepens the argument further through a dialogue with the work 

of Sharon Todd and an empirical example. Through the example I seek to 

show how educational aims when enacted in relationships have what Todd 

calls a “doubling effect” in which our desires are constantly being re-shaped 

through our encounters with each other. This means that even within a holistic 

or liberational approach to education, teachers and children may still become 

caught in reifying subject-object relationships in which they seek to project 

aims/desires onto each other. The fourth part elaborates on how dignity as a 

quality of moral awareness, or committed non-attachment, is an approach to 

the tensions of the doubling effect that embraces the movement of the aims 

and desires, rather than seeking to fixate them. 

The third article functions as a bridge between the first research question 

and the second one, as it brings the discussion from the conceptual level to the 
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interpersonal level by first demonstrating through empirical examples how at-

tributed dignity can become dominating, and second, by using an example in 

which the doubling effect can be seen to be present, but where there is also 

potential for dignity as a quality of moral awareness to be practiced. The use 

of a fictional and an empirical example in the first and second article respec-

tively, and the movement between the conceptual and the inter-relational 

planes have also laid the foundation for addressing the second research ques-

tion in the third article:  

 

2. How can a comprehensive understanding of dignity be embodied in educa-

tional relationships between children and adults in formal educational set-

tings? (Article 3). 
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