Four Ways to Define a Person

Defining a person may seem rather easy. But
history is full of examples where certain groups of
people have been considered less than human by
other people in power. This has led to abuses such
as slavery, the Holocaust, discrimination, genocide,
and abortion.

To truly know what something is, we must define it
objectively, independent of feelings or beliefs.
There are steps to a complete definition.

The first step is to describe something’s appearance.

The second step is to identify its powers, or
potential abilities.

Step three is to understand the conditions that are
necessary to turn its powers on.

But the most complete objective definition occurs
when we discover what something is ultimately
meant for ... what is its perfect, final end, or final
goal (Step 4).

Human Personhood 1

Personhood depends on appearance

If Level 1 is what we are living for, a person will be
defined as a physical, material being who is meant to
enjoy pleasure and avoid pain. If someone does not
look a certain way, or lacks certain physical function, or
cannot experience certain pleasures, we may think he or
she is not a person.

Human Personhood 2

Personhood depends on ability to achieve

Happiness Level 2 is concerned with ego-gratification,
being independent, accomplished, successful, powerful,
in control, admired, and popular. In order to be fully
human, a person has to have the potential to achieve
all, or at least some of these subjective things. This calls
into question the personhood of the unborn, the elderly,
the disabled, the socially marginalized, the poor, the
terminally ill, and other vulnerable populations.

Human Personhood 3

Personhood depends on the potential to give
and receive love.

Happiness 3 is commitment and contribution to the
good, so a human person is someone who can
participate in the human community by giving and/or
receiving love. The unborn, the elderly, the disabled,
etc., are all people because they all have the potential to
participate in love. But if we leave our definition at
Level 3, we risk missing out on the unconditional worth
and dignity of human persons, and failing to recognize
their eternal destiny.

Human Personhood 4

Personhood is recognized in all humans,
because we are made in God’s image.

Level 4 understands the meaning of human life as union
with the unconditional love of God. Therefore, any being
who can ultimately recognize and receive the
unconditional love of God is a person. Since all human
beings are made in the image and likeness of God, and
therefore created for His unconditional love, all human
beings are human persons.
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