
The Global agenda: Human Worth and Dignity- the UK context 

The Global Agenda reaffirms the commitment of social work to the universal pursuit of human 

rights.  The four aims of the GA (social and economic equalities, dignity and worth of people, 

environmental sustainability and the importance of human relationships) accord with the ethical 

principles of social work. It is the task of social work education and practice to challenge oppression 

and inequality and promote a more equal society. 

The theme of human worth and dignity is of course not divorced from the other Global Agenda 

objectives. A fair distribution of socioeconomic resources, environmental sustainability and 

recognition of human relationships are the bedrock of society. While there is much talk about 

human rights, there remains death and destruction, be it at sea, beneath rail carriages, on the wings 

of airborne planes, or on occupied lands in the Middle East and elsewhere.  Some lives in these 

configurations are deemed to be worth more than others.  In these circumstances, social work 

cannot possibly remain neutral – positioning with social justice, as social work unequivocally does, is 

explicitly to side with those who suffer injustice. 

Having human dignity is to have self-respect, self-worth, physically, psychologically and socially. To 

be treated with dignity is to be treated with integrity and honour.  This dignity underlines Human 

Rights laws in many countries despite their erosion in the UK and elsewhere.  Yet human rights and 

human dignity are not synonymous since nations paying tribute and lip service to the former have 

no qualms when degrading certain individuals and groups.  One of the problems with human rights is 

that they focus on individual rights rather than collective rights as less attention has been given to 

the economic and social rights in the Universal Declaration. Thus the intrinsic rights of marginalised 

social groups (immigrants/asylum seekers, Roma, trafficked people, those that are sexually 

exploited, the disabled, gay and lesbian people) to be who they are, think and believe what they like, 

live where/how and work as they wish.  

These rights have been eroded in many ways in the UK in the name of austerity. Cuts in local 

authority expenditure has led to the closure of homes and facilities for the elderly, disabled, young 

people, and a weakening of community infrastructure as libraries, leisure centres and children’s 

centres are denuded and stripped bare.  Cuts in  benefits, legal aid, Independent Living Fund,  

personal independence payments, employment support allowance and inaccuracies in work 

capability assessments threatens the ability of disabled people to lead independent lives, to choose 

where and how they live on an equal basis with others (Jane Young, Justfair Report, 2014,  

http://just-fair.co.uk/uploads/Dignity_Opportunity_for_All_-_Full_report.pdf). This degrades human 

dignity and human and the self-worth of disabled people and others affected by welfare reform.  

Such concerns have led the UN to investigate the UK for what it suspects might constitute ‘grave 

violations’ of disabled people’s rights (http://www.rt.com/uk/314007-un-investigates-disability-

rights/).  The effects of welfare reform with its ‘under-occupancy charge’ (or variously referred to as 

the ‘spare room subsidy’ or ‘bedroom tax’) and changes to Council Tax charges together with 

reduced benefits, mean that tenants overall face food and fuel poverty, debt, evictions and health 

problems as living costs rise (Power, et al. 2014) and families with disabled members experience a 

heightened reduction in financial support producing acute hardship.  Europe is further threatened by 

the looming prospect of the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), a bilateral trade 

agreement between the US and EU designed to minimize regulatory barriers over food, 
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environmental and banking safety as transnational corporations threaten national sovereignty.   TTIP 

will potentially open up public health, education services and water services to the private sector. 

Similarly, counter-terrorism has presented a new platform for human rights abuses and the 

degradation of dignity.  Britain has been condemned for denying its cooperation in the torture and 

rendition of terror suspects, and for unlawful detention.  In a land proud of the Magna Carta it has 

abused the basic rights of people accused of crimes to be heard in open court, withdrawn the right 

to silence, and encroached upon free speech (Terrorism Acts 2006 & 2009).  The new 

Prevent/Channel programmes has imposed on Local Authorities, HEs, Health agencies, landlords and 

almost all professionals a duty to be vigilant of extremists. It has led to Islamophobic tendencies 

more reminiscent of a bygone era of McCarthyism and despotism than democracy.  

The protection offered to refugees in the post-world war marked the birth of a civilised, kind world. 

By contrast there is now a callous, inhuman disregard displayed towards asylum seekers and 

trafficked people by countries whose military intervention is the cause of turmoil and 

destabilisation. Successive immigration legislation has therefore stigmatised asylum seekers by 

withdrawing rights to decent housing, employment, health care and education. The return of over 

2000 unaccompanied asylum seeking children, raised educated and supported by social services in 

the UK, to Iraq and Afghanistan when they reach 18 does not respect individual worth and dignity. 

Social work and social work education cannot ignore the problems raised by these issues. Whilst the 

good principles of social work endorse justice and equality, the social policy context in which it 

operates contradicts these ;principles. This is all the more reason to be resolute and to seek effective 

ways to resist oppressive, inhuman approaches that erode dignity and self-respect.  
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