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What Does it Mean to be Human?

Posted on October 8, 2018

Introduction

To be human is to live as a biological organism whose life is shaped through consciousness,
relationships, language, culture, vulnerability, work, imagination, and moral responsibility. No single
characteristic can define every human being without excluding some people. Intelligence varies,
language ability can be impaired, autonomy can be limited, and individuals differ in religion, culture,
health, and social position. The original essay correctly emphasizes compassion, sociality,
environmental influence, and the need to distinguish ourselves from animals carefully. It also
overstates several differences, including the claim that animals lack emotion, reasoning, or culture.
Contemporary research shows continuity between humans and other animals in memory,
communication, tool use, emotion, cooperation, and social learning. Human distinctiveness lies less in
possessing one unique trait than in the unusual combination and scale of symbolic language,
cumulative culture, institutions, self-reflection, moral systems, technology, and the ability to organize
collective life across generations.

Humans as Biological Beings

Humans are members of the species Homo sapiens, primates shaped by evolution. Our bodies require
food, water, sleep, shelter, movement, reproduction, and protection from disease. Human
development depends on long periods of childhood and caregiving. Biological dependence is not a
weakness added to an otherwise independent person; it is part of what makes social life necessary.

Evolutionary continuity matters because it prevents human exceptionalism from becoming a denial of
other animals’ capacities. Humans share many physiological and behavioral systems with other
species. Ethical reflection should therefore ask both what is distinctive about human life and what
responsibilities arise from our connection with other living beings (Darwin, 1871; de Waal, 2016).

Consciousness and Self-Awareness

Human beings experience the world from a first-person perspective. We feel pain, pleasure, fear,
anticipation, memory, and desire. We can also reflect on our own mental states and ask why we
believe or want something. This metacognitive ability supports planning, self-correction, and identity.

Self-awareness is not all-or-nothing. Infants develop it gradually, some neurological conditions alter it,
and other animals show limited forms of self-recognition and metacognition. Human dignity should
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therefore not depend on passing one cognitive test. A newborn or a person with severe cognitive
impairment remains fully human.

Language

Language is one of the most powerful human capacities. It allows communication about absent
objects, imaginary worlds, future plans, laws, emotions, and abstract concepts. Grammar and
vocabulary permit information to be recombined into new meanings rather than transmitted only as
fixed signals.

Animals communicate in sophisticated ways, so communication alone does not make humans unique.
Human language is distinctive in productivity, symbolic complexity, and its role in cumulative
institutions. Writing extends language beyond one lifetime, allowing people to communicate with
distant and future readers (Tomasello, 2014).

Cumulative Culture

Culture includes learned practices, beliefs, technologies, stories, institutions, and norms transmitted
socially. Other animals show cultural traditions, but human culture accumulates with unusual depth. A
person can learn mathematics developed over centuries, use tools produced through global supply
chains, and inherit legal systems created by people never met.

Cumulative culture means each generation does not begin from zero. It also creates dependence. No
individual understands every system supporting daily life. Modern humanity is cooperative knowledge
distributed across millions of people (Tomasello, 2014).

Sociality

The original essay emphasizes that human beings are social animals. This remains central. People
form families, friendships, organizations, markets, governments, religious communities, teams, and
networks. Social relationships support survival and identity.

Humans are not unique in being social. Wolves, primates, elephants, cetaceans, insects, and many
other animals coordinate behavior. Human sociality is distinctive in the scale of cooperation among
unrelated strangers and the creation of symbolic institutions such as money, citizenship, corporations,
and law.
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Empathy and Compassion

Empathy involves understanding or sharing another person’s emotional state, while compassion
includes concern and motivation to reduce suffering. These capacities support caregiving,
cooperation, medicine, charity, and reconciliation.

Empathy can be biased toward people who are familiar or similar. Moral systems therefore often ask
individuals to extend concern beyond immediate emotional preference. Compassion becomes
ethically stronger when joined with fairness and evidence rather than relying only on instinct.

Morality

Humans create systems of right and wrong involving duties, virtues, laws, rights, and consequences.
Moral reasoning allows us to evaluate not only what benefits us but what we owe to others.

Other social animals show cooperation, reciprocity, consolation, and reactions to unequal treatment.
Human morality builds on such capacities but adds explicit rules, philosophical argument, religious
teaching, courts, and the ability to criticize inherited norms (de Waal, 2016).

Freedom and Responsibility

Human beings experience themselves as agents who choose among alternatives. Choices are
influenced by biology, history, environment, and social power, so freedom is not unlimited. A person
born into poverty, discrimination, or violence does not possess the same practical options as someone
with greater resources.

Responsibility should therefore consider capacity and circumstance without denying agency. Mature
ethical systems distinguish intentional harm, negligence, accident, coercion, and incapacity.

Reason

Humans can compare evidence, infer causes, calculate, plan, and construct formal systems of logic.
Reason supports science, engineering, law, and ordinary decision-making.

Reason is also vulnerable to bias. People seek confirming evidence, imitate groups, misjudge
probability, and rationalize self-interest. To be human is not to be perfectly rational; it is to develop
institutions and habits that help correct error.
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Emotion

The original essay implies that emotions distinguish humans from animals. This is incorrect. Many
animals show fear, attachment, play, grief-like behavior, aggression, and caregiving. Human
emotional life is distinctive in the way emotions are interpreted through language, memory, culture,
and moral concepts (de Waal, 2016).

Emotion and reason are not opposites. Fear can signal danger, guilt can motivate repair, and love can
organize long-term commitment. Emotional regulation involves using feeling as information without
allowing every impulse to dictate action.

ldentity

Human identity includes body, memory, relationships, language, culture, occupation, gender, religion,
nationality, and personal commitments. Identity changes while retaining continuity.

People do not construct identity alone. Others name, classify, include, and exclude us. Social labels
can provide belonging or create stigma. Human dignity requires allowing people meaningful
participation in defining themselves.

Memory

Memory gives continuity to personal life. We remember relationships, mistakes, places, and skills.
Collective memory allows communities to transmit histories and commemorate events.

Memory is reconstructive rather than a perfect recording. People forget, reinterpret, and combine
information. Written archives, photographs, monuments, and testimony help societies preserve and
contest the past.

Imagination

Humans imagine situations that do not yet exist. This supports art, planning, empathy, invention, and
political change. A building is designed before construction; a law is debated before enactment; a
story creates a world that has never existed.

Imagination can also create conspiracy, prejudice, and fear. The ability to imagine requires standards
for distinguishing possibility from evidence.
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Art

Humans create music, painting, dance, literature, theatre, film, sculpture, and design. Art
communicates emotion and ideas beyond direct practical function.

Art is culturally diverse and cannot be reduced to luxury. It supports ritual, memory, protest, identity,
mourning, education, and pleasure. Archaeological evidence of symbolic objects and cave art
demonstrates deep roots of aesthetic activity.

Religion and Spirituality

Many humans organize life through beliefs and practices concerning sacred reality, ultimate meaning,
ancestors, gods, transcendence, or moral order. Others live meaningful lives without religion.

Religion has inspired compassion, art, community, and resistance while also being used to justify
violence and exclusion. Human capacity includes the ability to create sacred meanings and to debate
them.

Technology

Tool use is not uniquely human, but cumulative technology is extraordinary in scale. Humans
construct computers, satellites, vaccines, cities, and global communication systems.

Technology expands capability and responsibility. A tool that increases power can also increase harm.
Nuclear weapons, surveillance, artificial intelligence, and genetic engineering require ethical
governance because consequences extend beyond one user.

Work

Work produces food, shelter, services, knowledge, and social identity. People often gain purpose and
relationships through work.

Human worth should not be reduced to productivity. Children, retired people, disabled people,
caregivers, and unemployed people remain equal in dignity. Economic systems should serve human
life rather than define who deserves it.
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Play

Play supports learning, creativity, physical development, and relationship. Children use play to
explore roles and rules, while adults engage in sport, games, humor, and recreation.

Other animals also play. Human play becomes culturally elaborate through invented rules, symbolic
worlds, competition, and artistic performance.

Love

Love includes attachment, care, friendship, family, romance, and commitment. It can motivate
sacrifice and create durable social bonds.

Love is not automatically moral. Possessiveness, coercion, or abuse can be mislabeled as love. Human
maturity involves respecting the autonomy of those we care for.

Family

Humans organize caregiving through many forms of family. Biological relatives, adoptive families,
chosen families, and community networks can provide attachment and support.

There is no single family structure universal to every culture. What remains common is
interdependence across generations and the need to care for dependent members.

Vulnerability

To be human is to be vulnerable to injury, iliness, rejection, aging, and death. Modern culture often
celebrates independence, but every person depends on care at several stages of life.

Vulnerability creates moral obligations. Healthcare, disability access, social support, and disaster
response recognize that dignity should not disappear when independence is reduced.

Mortality

Humans know that they will die and build rituals, philosophies, religions, and memories around that
knowledge. Awareness of mortality can create fear and meaning.

Death also motivates inheritance, monuments, children, art, and institutions intended to outlast one
lifetime. Human culture is partly a conversation between the living and the dead.
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Suffering

Suffering can arise from disease, violence, grief, poverty, isolation, or injustice. Humans seek
explanations and methods for reducing it through medicine, religion, law, family, and social policy.

Suffering should not be romanticized as necessary for growth. People can develop resilience, but
preventable harm remains ethically significant.

Justice

Justice asks how rights, resources, opportunities, burdens, and punishment should be distributed.
Human societies create courts and laws to resolve conflicts beyond personal revenge.

Institutions can also be unjust. The human capacity for moral criticism allows people to challenge
slavery, discrimination, authoritarianism, and exploitation.

Environmental Dependence

The original essay correctly emphasizes that humans depend on the environment. Air, water, soil,
climate, and biodiversity support life. Technology can conceal this dependence but cannot remove it.

Environmental responsibility extends across generations. Climate change, pollution, and habitat
destruction demonstrate that human freedom is constrained by ecological systems.

Culture and Nature

Human behavior develops through interaction between biology and culture. Language capacity is
biological, while the language learned depends on social environment. Appetite is biological, while
cuisine is cultural.

The opposition between nature and nurture is therefore misleading. Genes influence sensitivity to
environments, and environments influence biological development.

Difference and Equality

Humans vary in appearance, ability, culture, sexuality, religion, intelligence, health, and wealth.
Difference does not establish unequal moral worth.

Human rights developed partly from the recognition that dignity cannot depend on race, sex,
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nationality, disability, or social usefulness. Equality does not require identical treatment when people
have different needs.

Human Rights

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that all human beings are born free and equal in
dignity and rights. This language provides a political answer to the question of humanity: membership
in the human family is sufficient for basic protection (United Nations, 1948).

Rights include life, liberty, security, expression, education, work, and participation. Rights also create
duties for governments and communities.

Animals and Human Responsibility

Recognizing continuity with animals expands ethical responsibility. Animals can suffer and possess
species-specific needs. Human power over animals should therefore be exercised with restraint.

This does not require claiming that humans and animals are identical. Ethical consideration can vary
according to capacity and relationship while rejecting unnecessary cruelty.

Artificial Intelligence and the Human Question

Artificial intelligence raises new questions because machines can generate language, recognize
patterns, and simulate conversation. Performance on cognitive tasks does not automatically establish
consciousness, moral agency, or human status.

The challenge reminds us not to define humanity only by tasks machines can imitate. Human life
includes embodiment, vulnerability, development, relationship, history, and membership in a moral
community.

Disability and Human Dignity

Any definition based only on independence, rationality, speech, or productivity risks excluding
disabled people. Disability demonstrates that human worth cannot be earned through performance.

Social environments create barriers as well as bodies. Accessibility and support allow more people to
exercise agency and participate in community.
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What Makes Humans Distinctive?

No single trait separates humans absolutely from all other animals. Tool use, communication,
memory, emotion, cooperation, and culture exist elsewhere.

Human distinctiveness appears in the combination and degree of capacities: symbolic language,
cumulative culture, complex institutions, moral argument, technological transformation, historical
memory, and cooperation across large anonymous populations (Tomasello, 2014).

What Does It Mean to Live Humanely?

The word “human” describes a species, while “humane” describes compassionate conduct. Humans
are capable of cruelty as well as care. Biology therefore does not guarantee morality.

To live humanely requires using our capacities for reflection and cooperation to reduce unnecessary
suffering, respect dignity, and create institutions that protect vulnerable people.

Personal Reflection

For me, being human means recognizing dependence on other people while accepting responsibility
for my choices. Individuality matters, but identity is formed through relationships, language, and
history.

Human life is meaningful partly because it is limited. We cannot know everything or live forever, so
attention, commitment, and care become choices about what deserves the time available.

Conclusion

To be human is not to possess one exclusive trait. Humans are biological, conscious, emotional,
social, cultural, moral, technological, vulnerable, and mortal beings. We share many capacities with
other animals while developing symbolic language, cumulative culture, institutions, and self-reflection
to unusual degrees.

A good definition must include infants, disabled people, people with limited autonomy, and those
whose abilities differ from a cultural ideal. Human dignity cannot depend on intelligence or
productivity. The most important consequence of asking what it means to be human is therefore
ethical: our capacities give us power to care and to harm. Humanity becomes morally meaningful
when that power is used to protect dignity, reduce suffering, and preserve the conditions of life for
others (Arendt, 1958; Nussbaum, 2006).
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