STUDY GUIDE : TO BE HUMAN
By Dr. Joshua M. Moritz
VIDEO SUMMARY: The species Homo sapiens has often been captivated by reflections on its own uniqueness.
From the biblical psalmist pondering, “What is humanity, that you are mindful of them?” (Ps. 8:4) to the
declaration of philosophers that “man is the measure of all things,” many have reflected upon what
fundamentally defines the core identity of human beings. One central question that emerges from
considerations of human nature is: what exactly makes humans unique? Many have claimed the existence of
behavioral and physical characteristics that are “unique” to humans but the “uniqueness” of these
characteristics has not been supported by careful scientific scrutiny. Instead, the bulk of the evidence places
human behavior, morphology, and physiology on a continuum with other animals. At the same time, scientists
have discovered that for all their diversity, living human populations have vastly more genetic similarities than
differences.
CONTRIBUTORS
Dr. Frans de Waal is the Charles Howard Candler professor of primate behavior in the Emory University
psychology department in Atlanta, Georgia, and director of the Living Links Center at the Yerkes National
Primate Research Center.
Dr. Georgia Dunston is the chair of the Department of Microbiology and the founding director of the National
Human Genome Center (NHGC) at Howard University.
Dr. Richard B. Potts is a paleoanthropologist and the director of the Smithsonian Institution Museum of
Natural History's Human Origins Program. Prior to joining the Smithsonian Institution, he taught at Yale
University and was its Peabody Museum of Natural History Curator of Physical Anthropology. He has been
involved with early human excavation sites in Africa and Asia.
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
1. How would you answer the question, “What does it mean to be human?”
2. What are a few books (biblical or non-biblical literature), artistic works, or other influences that have
shaped how you respond to Q1? How might science come alongside these other perspectives and
inform your own?
3. Do you think that being human is primarily a matter of our biology? Why or why not?
In this film, Dr. Frans de Waal discusses how capacities like face recognition, tool use, tool making, and
morality were once thought to be uniquely human characteristics. Now however, these capacities have been
found to some degree among many non-human animals. De Waal and other scientists have similarly
discovered that self-awareness, empathy, higher order thinking (metacognition), culture, and language are
present to varying degrees among non-human animals.
4. Consider the similarities between animals and humans. Do you think the discovery of such similarities
make humans less unique? Why or why not?
5. Reflect on your own experience with animals. Have you even been surprised by any humanlike
qualities or actions of animals? Please explain your answer.
6. Do you think human dignity rests on human uniqueness? Why or why not?
Dr. Rick Potts says that the difference between humans and other animals is due to quantitative differences of
degree rather than qualitative differences. He explains that “we owe a lot of our unique qualities as matters of
difference in extent from other primates rather than differences of kind.”
7. Consider the differences between a human infant and a human adult. Would you say the differences
are a matter of degree (quantitative) or kind (qualitative)?
8. What do you think it means for humans to be made in “the image and likeness of God” (or imago Dei)?

9. Do you think other humanoid species such as Homo habilis, Homo heidelbergensis, or Homo
neanderthalensis possessed the “image and likeness of God” according to the biblical meaning of that
phrase? Why or why not?
Dr. Georgia Dunston explains that humans are all one family and that the data from the genome “bears out that
literally we are one brotherhood, sisterhood.” Recent studies have shown that there is more genetic diversity
within a group of chimpanzees on a single hillside living less than a mile apart than in the entire human
species. (See for example, Bowden et. al. “Genomic Tools for Evolution and Conservation in the Chimpanzee,”
PLOS Genetics 8:3 (2012))
10. Do you think the genetic discovery that all humans are literally “one family” has ethical implications? If
so, what are they? If not, why not?
11. What are the theological implications of the scientific finding that humans are “one family”?
12. How might the science that Dunston described inform or encourage efforts of social justice and racial
reconciliation?
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