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Abstract: Anscombe’s article «The Dignity of the Human Being» raises a question typical of science 
fiction: what would happen if the stage of gestation in the womb were to disappear? According to her, 
the fact that procreation is no longer organically anchored would mean that the question « to whom 
does this human belong?» could then be asked in a meaningful way. This article intends to show that 
the treatment of the hypothesis is exemplary of Anscombe’s reinterpretation of the Wittgensteinian 
principle that «essence is expressed in grammar». By shifting the question of dignity onto the terrain 
of grammar, Anscombe outlines what might be called a «practical turn» for dignity. Dignity is 
understood not by exhibiting theoretical presuppositions, but by knowing that there is an impossible 
question about the human, a question we should never be able to ask of each other. 
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1. Introduction 

The Dignity of the Human Being (Anscombe 2005b: 67-75) raises, comme en 
passant, a question typical of science fiction: what would happen if the stage of 
gestation in the womb were to disappear? The hypothesis is just three lines long, 
and yet the point is decisive. The fact that procreation is no longer organically 
anchored will make it necessary to introduce new legislation to establish legal 
parents as distinct from the technician in charge of ensuring that the artificial 
uterus functions properly. In other words, gestation outside the mother’s womb 
would mean that the question «to whom does this human belong?» could be asked 
in a meaningful way, and only legislation could provide an answer. Anscombe 
makes no secret of her astonishment: «People have hardly considered what will 
be the status of such babies» (Anscombe 2005b: 71). They have not anticipated 
the fact that the human being would de facto become an alienable asset whose 
ownership could be disputed. Although gestation outside the womb could be seen 
as an apparently insignificant change in the process of human procreation, 
Anscombe points to an unnoticed yet crucial consequence: this modification 
would have the effect of legitimising a senseless question. Before being ethical or 
even legal, the problem is first and foremost grammatical. As we shall see, this 
change of perspective brings with it new possibilities for philosophical analysis. 

On the question of dignity, Anscombe defends a traditional philosophical 
view that is also consistent with her Christian convictions: dignity arises because 
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of the kind of being we are. It is not a function of some degree of autonomy, but 
an intrinsic value that we possess qua human. While this is a classic position, its 
elaboration takes a completely original form. Anscombe does not rely on a 
transcendent metaphysical principle capable of transferring its dignity to the 
creature, nor on a capacity for autonomy that humans possess in their own right. 
Borrowing from both Aristotle and Wittgenstein, she suggests another path that 
articulates being, language and value in an original way. 

The first section examines the hypothesis in detail, showing how the very fact 
of maternal gestation is the bearer of a specific rule, namely that the human being 
is the being about whom the question of ownership does not arise. We show that 
this impossible question is at the heart of practices relating to filiation and respect 
for human dignity.  

The second section positions the hypothesis within the Wittgensteinian 
intertext and reviews Anscombe’s reinterpretation of the principle that «essence 
expresses itself in grammar».  

The third section addresses the question of normativity, showing that 
Anscombe's proposal avoids the criticism of pure linguistic idealism. The 
impossible question is not a contextual creation that can be revised over and over 
again, but is based on «very general facts» typical of our «natural history», over 
which we have no control. Therefore, dignity can take the form of linguistic 
practices without lacking an objective foundation. It is in this sense that we can 
speak of a practical turn for dignity. 

 
2. What if gestation in the maternal womb were to disappear? 

Even if we accept that human beings have immense dignity by virtue of their 
nature, we could still ask ourselves: what aspect of human nature forms the basis 
of this dignity? Some of Anscombe’s most interesting comments on this question 
come from her discussion of the typical form of human procreation. 

When she examines what makes us human in the first place, a question arises: 
«What if the human being were to develop in an artificial womb?» Behind the 
anecdote worthy of science fiction, the question is an anthropological one: «Does 
the fact of having been conceived and carried in the womb of a member of our 
species add anything to the concept of dignity?» «Do the very general parameters 
of conception, gestation, and childbirth, and the relations of necessity that connect 
them, have anything to tell us?» Anscombe intends to show that these biological 
and physiological aspects are more significant than they seem. By drawing out 
the semantic, conceptual, and logical implicits that underlie them, we can see that 
they shape our very concept of the human being. 

The line developed in The Dignity of the Human Being is straightforward: 
«“Human life” means the human course of life, not just a human’s being alive» 
(Anscombe 2005b: 71). The philosopher takes up the Aristotelian idea that the 
pattern of unfolding is an integral part of the identity of what is. If we want to 
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grasp the nature of a living being, we must consider not only what it is hic et nunc, 
but also the process by which it became what it is. Far from being secondary, the 
pattern of growth provides information about form or eidos.  

One of the fundamental characteristics of the course of human life is that a 
child conceived by a mother and a father «is not unequal to them» 
(Anscombe 2005b: 71). Not in the sense that the child and its parents are a single 
and numerical entity, but in the sense that they share the same specific identity, 
that they are members of the same species. This is an implicit but inescapable 
meaning of maternal gestation, and this alone explains Anscombe’s concern about 
the hypothesis of non-maternal gestation. A little further on, she continues: 
«Suppose these experimenters succeed with artificial placentas (…) suppose they 
produce children who reach the stage of separation from the placenta». Her 
perplexity increases: «It will take legislation for those children not to be mere 
scientific property» (Anscombe 2005b: 71). In fact, removing the organic anchor 
of procreation will make certain legal provisions necessary in order to institute 
legal parents and distinguish them from the technician in charge. Gestation 
outside the mother’s womb would therefore mean that the question of ownership 
– «to whom does this human being belong?» – could become a meaningful one. 
This way of posing the problem provides a decisive breakthrough by making us 
understand that the malaise is to be found in the dislocation of the logical grammar 
of the concept of the human being. 

This hypothesis gives rise to several observations that build on Anscombe's 
ideas. The idea that the rule of the impossible question plays a decisive role in 
anthropology is not particularly original. This rule reminds us that, rather than a 
relationship of ownership, a relationship of descent is established between living 
beings, within which each occupies a specific position. In human beings, this 
position has the additional characteristic of being permanent: we are «daughter 
of…» or «father of…» not just during childhood, but forever. The situation is 
different for animals, where the end of a biological function also brings an end to 
the specific relationship that unites progenitors and offspring. After weaning, the 
relationship between offspring dissolves, reverting to that of one congener to 
another. For humans, however, kinship relationships form a system of symbolic 
coordinates that structure the entire human group. Studies on the incest taboo have 
emphasised this point (Lévi-Strauss 1955): by preventing certain alliances, the 
symbolic permanence of kinship relations protects personal singularity. The rule 
of the impossible question reminds us that we are related to each other through 
descent and that these relationships have a logical and symbolic meaning and are 
not transitory. This differentiates us from both inanimate objects and non-human 
animals. It therefore structures all practices related to filiation, i.e., it enables us 
to situate ourselves within a kinship structure, declare our personal identity, and 
even make adoption possible. If filiation cannot be summarised as merely a 
biological process of procreation, but rather as a set of relational positions with 
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symbolic value extending beyond childhood, then it is conceivable that the 
individuals occupying these positions could be replaced under certain 
circumstances. If filiation is not merely a biological process of procreation, but 
rather a set of relational positions with biological roots and extended symbolic 
value, then it is conceivable that the individuals occupying these positions can be 
replaced under certain circumstances. In countries such as those in the European 
Union, the adoption process is primarily a legal one. It consists of three stages: 
recognizing the original filiation, severing it symbolically, and reinscribing the 
person into a new filiation. The purpose of the legislation is not to answer an 
impossible question, but rather to modify the original filiation, which is possible 
precisely because the roles of father and mother are recognized as having 
biological and symbolic significance. 

The article’s (Anscombe 2005b) aim can now be clarified. It seeks to 
demonstrate that the rule of the impossible question not only structures practices 
linked to filiation, but also those of recognising equal dignity between people. 
The latter are conditioned by the former. The non-question of ownership is in fact 
the transcription into a grammatical rule of the radical equality of human beings. 
A human being is one who is born of other human beings. They, therefore, cannot 
be reduced to a good or converted into value, since they are in themselves the 
source of values. Yet the meanings of preciousness and inalienability attached to 
their being and visible in the very mode of procreation find expression in the rule 
of the impossible question. Dignity condenses into a concept the rule of the 
impossible attribution of value. To put it another way, the very mode of 
procreation, by neutralising the question of ownership, is enough to establish the 
incredible value and radical equality of human beings.  

There is one aspect worth highlighting. Dignity does not arise as the 
conclusion of a reasoning process based on principles, but is the ethical reflection 
of a grammatical fact. There is no dispute or discussion about the ownership of a 
human being, since a human being is never produced by but always born of 
someone. 

In the same article, a few lines earlier, Anscombe introduces another 
distinction, namely that dignity can be violated but never alienated. Slavery, the 
murder of innocents, and murder for convenience are violations of dignity 
(Anscombe 2005b: 67). But whatever the degree of violation, dignity cannot be 
taken away. The point of emphasising the inalienability of dignity is not to 
mitigate or minimise its outrages, but to situate dignity on a more original plane 
than that of life events. It is inalienable precisely because it is not dependent on 
what happens to us; rather, it is dependent on the simple fact of being born human, 
that is, of being born human of humans. The mode of procreation is the organic 
instantiation of a truth of major ethical significance: from birth to birth, from 
generation to generation, it is our co-membership of the human species that is 
affirmed, and with it our equal dignity. 
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Of course, today, as in the past, people can adopt attitudes of profound 
contempt towards their fellow human beings. In particular, they do so by 
establishing relations of ownership that should not even be conceivable. The sale 
of slaves and human trafficking are among the festering wounds of human history. 
Human beings are treated as living tools, at the disposal of others. But even before 
we brandish a moral standard, a value, or a virtue, it would seem that we can judge 
these actions as degrading actions simply by considering grammar. The use of the 
word human implies that it is that being about which the question of ownership 
does not arise. The non-question is the expression, in the rules of a grammar, of 
the essential equality of humans among themselves. 

Anscombe makes a similar point when she states, in another article entitled 
Human Essence, that the definition «man = rational animal» is not refuted by «the 
considerations like men are often irrational; that there is no not or if in the mind 
of a young baby» (Anscombe 2005a: 28). Whether actualised or not, rationality 
is an essential disposition of human nature. To understand that it cannot be refuted 
by invoking counterexamples is to understand the grammar of what it is to be 
human. 

Having made these initial observations, we can continue our reflection. Could 
we envisage a context in which the impossible question is made necessary? In 
Anscombe’s hypothesis, the answer is «yes». Reproductive practice involving an 
artificial womb would mean that the impossible question could and perhaps even 
should arise. It would no longer be a pseudo-use. Given the changed 
circumstances, it would be a perfectly legitimate use. But if we were to ask it 
sensibly, what conceptual embarrassment would then become inevitable? As we 
have seen, the way in which a human being is typically born means that there is 
no question as to who owns it. This non-questioning reflects an essential feature 
of human procreation. It is not an empirical regularity – Anscombe was well 
aware of the technical advances of her time and knew that assisted reproduction 
techniques were evolving rapidly; it is a constitutive rule of the concept of the 
human being. Why constitutive? Because it makes an irreplaceable contribution 
on two points: the inalienable dignity of the person and the equal dignity of all 
persons. And without these two elements, we cannot claim to truly understand 
what a human being is. 

The fact that the concept of child correlates not with the idea of ownership, 
but with that of descent, can be understood by looking at how humans propagate 
life. Humans are beings engendered by the sexual union of two humans, carried 
for around nine months by their mothers before being brought into the world. This 
mode of procreation is the means by which human life is propagated in new 
individuals. Not that other means are not imaginable or even real. But it is the 
«means belonging to our life as life of the kind we are» (Anscombe 2005b: 71). 
In other words, it is a means that makes us members of the same species. In the 
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world as it is, then, nobody owns anybody, but everybody is somebody’s 
descendant. 

Anscombe is also quick to point out that as soon as the notion of parent 
becomes confused with that of owner, scandal rears its ugly head. The article goes 
on to describe three sordid situations: an experimenter ordering gynaecological 
clinics to supply him with human eggs so that he can fertilise them with his own 
sperm, a tennis player terminating her pregnancy so that she can take part in a 
championship, and a woman planning to become pregnant only to abort the 
pregnancy and sell the foetus (Anscombe 2005b: 72). In each of these situations, 
notions of descent and filiation merge with those of production and consumption. 
Those who have mastered the use of the concept of human being should 
spontaneously perceive these actions as degrading, dishonouring, and demeaning. 
There is nothing idiosyncratic about the reactions of disgust they provoke. 
Irreverence is obvious because it shows the respect we lack for ourselves. The 
person who would compromise themself in such acts shows that they fail to revere 
the dignity of their own humanity, that is to say the dignity of that very human 
nature within them (Anscombe 2005b: 72). If a person cannot master the use of 
the concept of the human for others, how can they master it for themself? 

As we said earlier, in the world as it is, nobody owns anybody, but everybody 
is somebody’s descendant. Anscombe draws two major conceptual conclusions 
from this. The first relates to filiation practices; the second, to practices of respect 
for dignity. Firstly, this form of propagation of human life (and the related non-
questioning) shows that the child is no different from the parents in the sense that 
it comes from them, shares the same nature, and therefore has the same dignity as 
them. This leads to a second consequence, this time relating to the human 
community. If our birth makes us members of the human species, then we are 
equals. The only inalienable equality that humans enjoy is that of sharing «the 
value and the dignity of being a human being» (Anscombe 2005b: 67). Contrary 
to a view that Anscombe believed to be widespread within the Anglo-American 
philosophical world, the formal dependence of ethics on biological and 
physiological facts is here explicitly assumed (Anscombe 2008a: 67). 

It is important to note that, if the use of the artificial placenta is called into 
question, it is not because of the status of the foetus, or the selection of embryos, 
or the future of any supernumeraries – bioethical arguments often used by 
religious believers, Catholics, and others. Anscombe’s criticism does not even 
relate to the psychological well-being of the unborn child. The gravity of the issue 
is conceptual. This technical development is controversial because it undermines 
the rule of the impossible question, where the concept of human dignity is formed 
and expressed. The artificial placenta legitimises the impossible question, 
simultaneously suggesting the idea of ownership where one would expect 
descent. The very fact that this suggestion can be made shakes the grammar at the 
level of its structure, since it attacks it at the point where the two meanings of 
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dignity meet. The vertical one, in which personal dignity is conferred from parents 
to children, and the horizontal one, in which we all recognise ourselves as equal 
in that each of us is born of other human beings. 

This is not to say that practices and concepts relating to human life cannot 
evolve. Nor that concepts that are relevant in one socio-historical context must 
necessarily be relevant in another. The Anscombean conception of essence is not 
fixist, but is based on the identification of ahistorical traits that transcend the 
contingency of context and the vagaries of cultures. These often unnoticed traits 
profoundly structure our understanding of what it is to be human. Because of our 
concrete nature and the parameters linked to the transmission of life, the question 
of who owns a human being is, from this point of view, pure nonsense. If new 
conditions were to make this question intelligible and therefore legitimate, then 
this modification of the norms of procreation (not just any modification, but this 
precise modification, namely the replacement of gestation in the maternal womb 
by incubation in an artificial environment) would not just be a local modification, 
affecting only one aspect of the concept, but a global alteration of what it means 
to be human. This would be an alteration likely to cause us to lose the factual 
roots of the concept of dignity, namely that a being born of humans is human. 

In just a few lines, Anscombe suggests that we fundamentally reconfigure the 
way we think about dignity. The concept of dignity is expressed in the practices 
of filiation and respect for dignity, which are themselves regulated by 
the impossible question rule. Instead of looking for a mysterious property of 
consciousness or a reflexive capacity, she understands it by examining the logical 
order in which the concepts of human being, filiation, maternity, and paternity 
relate to each other. This logical order precludes applying the concept of property 
to the human being. The very general fact of procreation in the womb, therefore, 
generates a practice which itself is the bearer of a conceptual asset of major ethical 
significance. To understand dignity is to know that there is an impossible question 
about the human, a question that we should never be able to ask of each other. 
Another way of philosophising about ethics emerges:  an impossible question can 
function as an ethical imperative. 
 
3. The essence is expressed in grammar 

To understand the originality of Anscombe’s philosophical approach, we need to 
place it in the context of the reception of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical 
Investigations. Traditionally, there are three strategies available to a philosopher 
who wants to determine the essence of a thing or a being, such as the human 
essence, for example. They can begin by looking for equivalents, pointing out that 
the human is understood in terms of the notions of person, individual, and member 
of the human species. They can then develop a definition and describe the human 
being as a rational animal. Finally, they can give examples, pointing to particular 
individuals. The problem is that, in this particular case, these answers are 
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insufficient. The procedures that philosophy usually uses to explain what 
something is – translation, definition or exemplification – prove incapable of 
capturing the full meaning of the concept of human (Hlobil and Nieswand 2019: 
42). To convey the meaning of such a rich concept, Wittgenstein and Anscombe, 
following in his footsteps, suggest a different approach. For them, the essence of 
the human is not contained in a definition, but circulates along infinitely complex 
chains of practices. This chain of practices forms the logical grammar of the 
concept. 

The term «practice» is worth considering. In the most common sense, it refers 
to a pattern of intentional behaviour that a person acquires within a community. 
Generally, acquiring a practice improves an individual’s ability to perform the 
same action again, thereby strengthening their capacity to achieve their goals. It 
is in this sense that praxis plays a central role in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, 
since it is the means by which individuals can undergo ethical transformation. 
However, it's Wittgenstein's philosophy that gives the term its meaning here. He 
demonstrates that, if practices influence the development of our personalities, as 
Aristotle suggested, it's because they play a key role in forming our very concepts. 
Wittgenstein broke with a Platonic-inspired tradition of assuming that meaning 
was « ready-made » in the concept itself; a tradition that did not sufficiently 
examine our actual use of language (Anscombe 2011b; Laugier and Chauviré 
2006: 131-133). Through his careful exploration of uses and actions, he shows 
that meanings do not exist in isolation, but are embedded in the practices that 
convey and express them. We benefit from considering the interrelated aspects of 
what is said, the context in which it is said, and the elements of reality that are 
brought into relation through the act of speaking or acting. Let’s take one 
example. Imagine we want to explain the meanings of the words «regular» and 
«uniform» to someone unfamiliar with these concepts. According to 
Wittgenstein, this would be achieved through examples and serial exercises. The 
connection between the meaning of the words «continues in this way» and the 
concept of regularity is therefore established through practice. By proceeding in 
this way, the teacher communicates to the learner no less than what he himself 
knows about these concepts (Wittgenstein 1969: §208). It is practice that leads to 
meaning. And all practice has a normative underpinning, with things to do and 
things to avoid. The difficulty is that these norms are not formally instituted laws 
that can be examined in a detached way, rather they are a rough ground whose 
bearing capacity we only understand when we start walking on it (Wittgenstein 
1969: §107). The metaphor of grammar is very helpful here. In the most common 
sense, grammar refers to the set of necessary links between phrasal elements in a 
language. Contrary to what some poor textbooks might suggest, it is not a set of 
rules that can be considered a priori, before applying it. On the contrary, speakers 
understand grammar through immersion, by speaking in a concrete historical 
context. Wittgenstein's breakthrough was to show that, by within the realm of 



Esercizi Filosofici 19, 2024 

103 

immanence formed by practices, we are not merely dealing with contingent, 
culturally determined data, but with norms that inform us about the essence of 
things. Wittgenstein sums it up in one sentence: «Essence is deciphered as 
grammar» (Wittgenstein 1968: §371). 

Wittgenstein’s position on the link between logical grammar and essence is a 
shifting one (Pouivet 2014: 50). Unlike other interpreters, Anscombe claims that 
Wittgenstein did not dismiss the notion of essence. Roger Pouivet puts forward a 
similar idea, pointing out that Wittgenstein did not so much plan to renounce 
essence as to break with its mythical representation, the one that would make it 
an ideal or a mental object that speakers [would] have in mind when they talk 
about something, or that philosophers would be experts at discovering. This is a 
point that Anscombe has studied with great attention, and her work can be said to 
shed new light on what has been called Wittgenstein’s « conventionalism » 
(Anscombe 1981a: 115; 2005a: 29; 2011a: 130; 2011b: 220). 

In her view, the principle that essence is expressed in grammar 
(Anscombe 2005a: 28) means above all that it is futile to claim access to the 
essence of the human without examining how we speak about humans, what we 
can say about them, how they address each other. The internal logic of a word is 
revealed by the practices in which it is used. It is therefore in the philosopher’s 
interest to study practices because they are rich in semantic implications and 
conceptual connections that can deliver knowledge about what humans are.  

In The Dignity of the Human Being, as in her work as a whole, Anscombe’s 
ethical argument is very often based on uncovering the norms that constitute the 
meaning of the concept of the human being. In this respect, it should be 
emphasised that the way in which she considers human behaviour in relation to 
what it is to be human is largely influenced by the Wittgensteinian notion of the 
«natural history of humans». The expression appeared in Wittgenstein’s writings 
from the early 1930s and was to remain central to them (Wittgenstein 1968: 
§415). Anscombe revisits the idea, arguing that certain practices are unique in 
that they are underpinned by unavoidable necessities, such as those associated 
with gestation. Anscombe (2008b: 224) refers to these necessities as our «natural 
history». 

In the usual sense, natural history aims to describe species according to what, 
from their birth, constitutes their specific deployment, their type of locomotion, 
their habitat, their diet, and their mode of reproduction. It includes a host of other 
observations on how members organise themselves, establish themselves in a 
territory, or migrate according to the seasons (Thompson 2008: 63). For 
Wittgenstein, the natural history of humans refers to the system of descriptions 
common to all members of the species. In other words, everything that happens 
to them under normal, ordinary conditions. According to Wittgenstein, our ways 
of living are shaped by very general facts «which no one has ever doubted, and 
which escape our attention only because we have them constantly before our 
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eyes» (Wittgenstein 1968: §415). Whether we are talking about physiological 
rhythms, the course of procreation, or the limitation of the earth’s resources, a 
whole host of parameters or very general facts inform our practices and concepts. 
We always think and act within them. They are characterised by a certain 
timelessness. In a sense, they are ahistorical and form the basis of conventions 
that, paradoxically, we cannot modify. In the article where she discusses 
Wittgenstein’s conventionalism, she states:  

 
It is an illusion to think that, because something is a convention and because 
we could imagine a different one, it must therefore be in human power to alter 
it, as it is presumably in human power to adopt a fixed date for Easter or a 
phonetic system of spelling for English. Altering a convention may be beyond 
our power. (Anscombe 2011b: 226) 

 
4. Dignity, a practical turn 

The Wittgensteinian principle that «essence can be deciphered as grammar» 
means that we access essence by reflecting on the questions we can intelligibly 
ask each other and on the appropriate answers. Essence is thus revealed through 
the logical grammar that organises our practices. In particular, we have seen the 
importance of the rule of the impossible question for our understanding of the 
equal dignity of human beings. If we take the constitutive rules of our primary 
relationships seriously, it seems that we have the means to understand how dignity 
is phenomenalised within human interactions. But can we go one step further and 
speak of a practical turn of dignity? 

The suggestion soon provokes an objection, which, following Anscombe, is 
termed «linguistic idealism». If we assume that dignity emerges from reciprocal 
interactions, does that mean we can create dignity through our actions? The 
objection can take slightly different form: by associating dignity with an ordered 
set of linguistic practices, are we not weakening dignity by making it dependent 
on a given social context? These questions raise thorny issues of interpretation in 
Wittgenstein’s work, issues which Anscombe has not failed to address 
(Anscombe, 1981a). 

Let’s look at the problem once again. If dignity is essential, it must escape all 
dependence on practices that would condition its reality. It is inalienable (even if 
it can be violated) because it is absolutely independent of the diktat of facts. The 
reality of dignity does not depend on any implementation, theoretical or practical. 
If dignity is attached to essence, then nothing that happens to us, no action or 
omission, can ever prevent us from being what we are: human beings endowed 
with dignity. 

If we want to talk about a practical turning point of dignity, we have to show 
how a reality of essence is embodied in a relational paradigm without this making 
it dependent on a contingent environment. This is precisely what we are aiming 
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at when we say that the impossible question is an aspect of the logical grammar 
of the concept: impossibility is not a rule laid down by a particularly generous 
individual, nor the fruit of a particularly egalitarian culture. It is a constitutive 
usage, a usage that guarantees that we know what we are talking about. To put it 
in one sentence: we can only understand what kind of being we are dealing with –
 a human being – if we understand that there is an impossible question about it. 
This practice is constitutive in the sense that it is through it that we succeed in 
naming what is. Any deviation from usage would take us outside the common 
conceptual world in which we find ourselves. If dignity is the other name for the 
human being, then the impossible question is the practical transcription, i.e., in 
the rules of a grammar, of this other name.  

For now, we have established that the impossible question plays the role of a 
constitutive rule rather than an empirical statement. But what prevents this 
constitutive rule from being a pure creation? How can we escape the reproach of 
linguistic idealism? After all, just as the promise creates a bond of fidelity through 
its very grammar, what prevents us from saying that the impossible question 
generates by itself a bond of respect called dignity? The nature of the bond of 
obligation generated by the promise has been discussed at length (Anscombe, 
1981b; 1981c). It is not necessary to go into detail to understand the difference. 
In the case of dignity, Anscombe manages to escape the reproach of linguistic 
idealism by reinscribing grammatical analysis within a specific form of 
naturalism – a philosophical step previously identified by H.-J. Glock in 
Wittgenstein and termed «anthropological naturalism» (Glock 2003: 253-256). 
Anscombe takes up the idea that while essence is woven into our linguistic 
practices, the latter are weighed down by certain imponderables linked to our 
pattern of development. The constitutive rule is not created, rather it is  imposed 
by general parameters over which we have no control – in this case, procreation 
through a mother’s womb. In line with Anscombe's thinking, our aim was to 
unearth the conceptual properties inherent in these « natural » parameters. These 
conceptual goods are reflected in practices, which themselves carry ethical 
significance. Our physical experiences, therefore, generate models for 
understanding our relationships. They imply certain values: born human of 
humans, we know that we are equal in dignity. This radical equality is reflected 
in an impossible question that is, in a way, the linguistic face of our embodied 
condition. It reminds us that we are bodies carried and given birth to by a member 
of the same species, and that this fact, in its absolute simplicity, is endowed with 
an ultimate moral coefficient. Value is, so to speak, incorporated in the language 
game of filiation. 

The transition from fact to value, from the ontological to the ethical, is thus 
conceivable, and constitutive practices play a pivotal role in this transition. 
Rachael Wiseman has masterfully described this Anscombean breakthrough by 
speaking of a partial linguistic idealism: a certain number of norms that are 
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expressed in our linguistic usage do not depend on it for their existence 
(Wiseman 2022: 345). Values can therefore take the form of linguistic practices 
without lacking an objective foundation. 

What would happen if the stage of gestation in the womb were to disappear? 
Through an almost anecdotal remark, Anscombe drew our attention to the 
impossible question and its role in structuring practices related to filiation and 
dignity. This article aims to demonstrate how the Wittgensteinian intertext 
illuminates her unique interpretation of human essence and paves the way for a 
practical turn of dignity. We have extended the analysis beyond Anscombe’s 
remarks in a way that seems true to her intuitions. The idea that human dignity is 
attested to in fundamental linguistic practices without this diminishing its 
inalienable character is, in our view, a major contribution that in itself justifies 
this extension. The impossible question is a form of practical recognition of our 
common dignity. From the moment we are capable of asking ourselves questions, 
we are all guardians of a conceptual boundary, which could be formulated as 
follows: Act in such a way that certain questions about human beings are never 
legitimate.1 
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