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PERSON



TABLE OF CONTENTS

1. Man and Life..............................................................................................................1
What is man?.............................................................................................................1
Animals and Humans.................................................................................................1
Human capacity to decide..........................................................................................1

2. The Human Condition................................................................................................2
Personal identity.........................................................................................................2
The Great Human Being's Questions..........................................................................2

3. Personality..................................................................................................................3
4. Minimal conditions for human beings' development...................................................6
5. Freedom.....................................................................................................................8
6. Morality, ethics and politics......................................................................................10

What is Morality?.....................................................................................................10
What is Ethics?.........................................................................................................10
What is politics?.......................................................................................................10



1. Man and Life

What is man?

It is quite difficult to define a reality so complex as man or human being. Nevertheless, 
we can distinguish two sides of this same reality:

• From the  biological perspective,  man is a type of animal,  a species that has 
evolved and extended for all over the world.

• From the  cultural  point  of  view,  man is  a  social  being that  lives  in  highly 
organized groups called societies.

Animals and Humans

Animals and humans share a good number of features, but also have some important 
differences. These make humans a unique species. Our genome only differs from the 
chimpanzee's in around 1%, although it is our closest relative!
This small variation makes our brain quite special in structure, and has two important 
consequences:

• Only  human  beings  are  able  to  create  and  transmit  a  culture  through 
language. Culture is the set of knowledge, customs, beliefs, art, rights, morals, 
… of a given society.

• Only human beings are conscious of the reality of living. This gives them the 
capacity to foresee what they are going to do with their lives, to make projects 
and to think about how to undertake them.

Human capacity to decide

Since humans are conscious about their own lives, they also have the power to direct 
them and to decide about their own future. This also means the ability to make plans 
and decide how to get them done.
Since it is an ability or capacity, it is also something which can be practiced or not. This 
explains,  for  many  psychologists,  why  there  are  many  people  lost  (from a  mental 
perspective) and why they usually think that their lives do not make sense. One of the 
keys to happiness, they go on saying, is to be capable of making projects and get them 
done.
But  thinking about  a  project  presupposes  the  capacity to make decisions.  This  is 
something that we must learn, and as time passes by and we grow older, we should be 
able to be coherent in the important decisions we make.
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2. The Human Condition
As we have seen above, our human condition (that which makes us humans and not 
animals) is composed by two different dimensions.

• As  biological  animals we have  in  common with  the  other  members  of  the 
human species characteristics like bipedalism, a large brain – as compared with 
the rest of the body -, opposable thumbs (which we share with other primates). 
These are all physiological notes of our human condition.

• As social animals, we need other people to develop. Language, for example, is 
only learned in close interaction with other humans. And with it we enter into the 
symbolic universe which is our culture.  

Personal identity

But, are humans like ants? Of course,  no.  Although we share most  of our  human 
condition with the rest of humanity, each of us is different from each other.  YOU 
ARE UNIQUE.
We can now define  personal identity: it is the consciousness of oneself as a distinct  
entity from the rest of the world.
Each one of us builds his own personality though time as we mature, but it is during 
adolescence when its foundations are set. These will develop during adulthood. 

The Great Human Being's Questions

One of the forces that makes develop our personal identity is reasoning. But there is 
not reasoning or thinking without  questioning ourselves. Traditionally, human beings 
have ask themselves a series of questions about their existence which can be grouped as 
follows:

• Questions about our human condition: those that ask about the great enigmas 
of life: What is a human being? What or who am I? What is the meaning of life?  
Why is there suffering? What is the meaning of death?

• Questions about morality: those that deal with our duties or happiness:  What  
should  I  do?  What  are  the  principles  that  I  should  follow  in  life?  What  is  
happiness? How can I be happy?

• Cultural or technical  questions: those that  deal  with  how to  overcome the 
different challenges and difficulties that present themselves in our everyday lives.
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3. Personality
Our personality is the collection of traits which shape our way of being and behaving. 
These features are caused by a net of feelings, emotions, affects, desires, etc., as well as 
by intelligence and memory. We will now describe the importance of the three main 
elements in the construction of our personality: feelings, intelligence and memory.

• Feelings:
◦ Feelings are  the set of emotions, sensations and affections which rise in us  

when we interact with other things or people.
◦ Our feelings  affect  our  state  of  mind,  have  influence in our  conduct  and 

produce pleasure or pain sensations.
◦ They  play  an  important  role  in  our  personal  relations  with  other  people, 

animals and things, and with oneself (thoughts, desires, illusions, fantasies, 
dreams,...)

• Intelligence:
◦ Intelligence is an umbrella term used to describe a property of the mind that  

encompasses many related abilities, such as the capacities to reason, to plan, to  
solve problems, to  think abstractly, to  comprehend ideas, to use language,  
and to learn.

◦ There are several ways to define intelligence. In some cases, intelligence may 
include traits such as creativity, personality, character, knowledge, or wisdom. 
However there is no agreement on which traits define the phenomenon of 
intelligence  agreed  upon  by  a  majority  across  the  various  concerned 
disciplines.

◦ From the point of view of our behavior, there are two types of intelligence 
which play an important role in how we behave: emotional intelligence, and 
social intelligence.
▪ Emotional  intelligence describes  the  capacity  to  identify,  assess  and 

manage the emotions of one's self, of others and of groups.
▪ Social  intelligence is  the  ability  to  understand  and  manage  men  and 

women, boys and girls, to act wisely in human relations.
• Memory:

◦ Psychology defines  memory as  an organism's mental ability to store, retain,  
and recall information.

◦ It  is  an important  part  of our personality because it  is  the process  which 
enables us to form an idea about ourselves. Because we have the ability to 
store, retain and recall our own past and past experiences, we can connect 
them with our present and project them into the future.
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◦ Our memory is our personal history. For many philosophers and psychologist 
we are who we are because we can remember our own past.
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Personality
Who am I?

Feelings

Intelligence

Memory

The set of emotions, sensations and 
affections which rise in us when we 
interact with other things or people

a property of the mind that 
encompasses many related abilities, 
such as the capacities to reason, to 
plan, to solve problems, to think 
abstractly, to comprehend ideas, to 
use language, and to learn

an organism's mental ability to store, 
retain, and recall information



4. Minimal conditions for human beings' development
Human history has taught us that unless certain conditions are given in a society, human 
beings can not develop rightly all their capacities and traits of their personalities.
War  World  II  was,  in  this  sense,  one  of  the  most  sad  chapters  in  the  history  of 
humanity, although any war could also serve as an example of what happens when these 
conditions are not respected.
It is just after WWII, the 10th of December of 1948, when the Universal Declaration of  
Human  Rights was  approved  by  the  United  Nations  General  Assembly.  This 
Declaration recollects what can be best described as the minimal conditions for the 
development  of a  human being.  It  is  possible  to sum up these conditions in three: 
freedom, equality and dignity.

• Freedom means the right to act according to one's will without being held up by  
the power of others. From a philosophical point of view, it can be defined as the  
capacity to determine our own choices.

• Equality means  the  right  to  be  treated  on  equal  terms  without  suffering  any  
discrimination because of one's sex, race, religion, political ideas or any other.

• Dignity is  the result of the fulfilment of our Human Rights. When the minimal  
conditions for our development as human beings are respected, our dignity is also  
respected. 
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5. Freedom

Freedom is the capacity to choose how to act or not to act.
It is a concept closely related to responsibility since we can only demand a free human 
being  to  assume  the  responsibilities  of  his/her  actions.  In  order  to  get  a  right 
understanding of  human beings' freedom we must take into account the following 
points:

• Our freedom is not absolute. We are not, properly speaking, completely free. 
Another way of stating this fact is: our freedom is conditioned.

• What conditions or limits our liberty?
◦ Our biological characteristics  : here we can consider the fact that we are human 

beings and not animals. Besides, each one of us has his own personal physical 
characteristics.

◦ Our personal background  : this includes from the place where we where born 
to our personal history.

◦ The community or society where we live in  : philosophers and sociologists have 
described how the community where we grow up and live conditions our most 
basic customs, beliefs, like and dislikes...

So, how can we still think that we are free? Are we really free? Can we really choose at 
all? The philosophical history of the reflection around the subject is quite long. We will 
not  summarize  it  now.  Immanuel  Kant  (1724  –  1804),  an  important  German 
philosopher that took part in this debate, stated what he considered the most reasonable 
position about the question on the existence of freedom:

• Human understanding only yields knowledge in contact with sensible experience.
• But there is not sensible experience of freedom as there is of a green chair.
• So we can not really know if freedom exists or not as we actually know if there 

is a green chair in front of me or not.
• But although we lack this knowledge about freedom, we can still think about the 

concept or idea. But is it a useless idea?
• Kant  answers:  No. Everybody follows  rules.  Societies  and governments  dictate  

laws that everybody must obey. Even in our own private life we try to follow the  
dictates of our conscience or morals.

• What sense would all these have if there was no freedom? How could anyone ask  
any other for responsibilities if we were not free? How would a judge send anyone  
to jail if the accused were not free when he committed evil? How could we talk  
about evil and good, if we were not free to act and choose one or another?

• For  all  this,  Kant  ends  his  reasoning  stating  that  freedom  is  a  necessary 
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supposition for the understanding of a human life: we must suppose that 
human beings are free.
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6. Morality, ethics and politics
There are three dimensions from which human action can be studied: morality, ethics 
and politics.

What is Morality?

The word morality comes from the Latin word mos. The meaning of mos is custom or  
habit.
We can define  morality as  the collection of conducts, attitudes and values which are  
transmitted  by  custom  or  tradition  in  a  given  human  group  and  that  are  lived  as  
obligations by the people that belong to the group.
Morality is, therefore, a guide for our conduct. It is a kind of popular knowledge that 
qualifies our actions as right or wrong, good or bad.
In primitive and small societies the morality of each of its individuals does not differ 
too much. But in the complex modern societies of our time, we can trace important 
differences between the moralities of their members. These differences are even greater 
when we compare the moralities of different cultures.

What is Ethics?

Ethics comes from the Greek word éthos. Its meaning is character.
Ethics is  a philosophical reflection, based on critical analysis and reason, about the  
opportunity and convenience of the different moralities, as well as about the building and  
consolidation of character by means of habit and custom.
Thus, ethical reflection involves three main tasks:

• Criticize our own morality and others moralities. By doing this we can check 
what principles support our judgements about good or bad... and those of others. 
We can  also  examine  the  rational  strength  of  the  principles  of  the  different 
moralities.

• Think about our own life. What is the meaning of our life? What do we want 
to do with it and how can we do it?... 

• Review and judge the rational strength of the different ethical positions 
and reflections. This is the proper task of ethics in its philosophical sense. It is a 
kind of meta—reflection where philosophers consider the criteria by which we 
judge moralities. It is a rational effort to judge the different ethical theories.

What is politics?

Politics is the reflection on society's administration and government. It also includes the  
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consideration about the way of acting in them by the use of power or authority as well as  
the analysis of their ideological principles.
Nowadays many people think that Politics are a reflection that they do not need to do. 
But the three concepts described above are closely related.

• We can only start our  ethical thinking from the consideration of our  moral 
principles.

• These  principles  are  not  in an  ideal  world:  they  are shaped by  our  concrete 
society,  which  configures  itself  under  certain  power  relations  (or  political 
relations)

• Moreover, if we want to reach a happy life (a moral issue) we need to live in a 
society where our aspirations to happiness can be accomplished. The ways of 
ordering how people live in a given society are a political issue.
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