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In modern democracies, citizens constitutionally 

have the right to think, believe, and express 

themselves freely about political, religious, and 

other matters without fearing official retribution; 

they want to participate dynamically in 

policymaking processes and not be subject to 

other political authorities than those which they 

have chosen freely and democratically, nor to 

religious or moral norms that they have not freely 

accepted. Thus, the idea of human freedom and 

dignity is fundamental to the concept of human 

rights. These ideas and that of individual 

autonomy are also fundamental to the welfare 

state model on which most European countries 

build their societies.  

The History of Human Freedom and Dignity in 

Western Civilization is an Initial Training 

Network (ITN) established by six universities and 

nine non-academic partner organizations across 

Europe and engaging scholars and PhD students 

from various disciplines. The ITN will trace the 

roots and transformations of the human values of 

dignity and freedom in theological and 

philosophical traditions, among other things with 

the aim of understanding modern debates and 

conflicts about these values. Their long history 

has been characterized by a continuous battle 

between two theological and philosophical 

traditions going back to Origen of Alexandria and 

Augustine of Hippo, respectively.  

Origen saw humans as free, valuable, and dignified 

beings, while Augustine saw them as predestined, 

sinful, and bound to servitude. The project’s 

research will continuously circle this battle 

between the opposing negative and positive views 

on humanity that we encounter in various contexts 

from antiquity to modern times. Thereby, the 

project will raise awareness of how ancient 

philosophical and religious tenets still shape 

political, moral, and anthropological categories and 

modes of thinking as well as principles of human 

conduct.  
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