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What does it mean to be human? Why am I so eager to talk about this question? I am eager because we all have one thing in common – our shared humanity – and contemplating our shared humanity should bring us to the very heart of our common living experiences. Although we all share humanness, some of us are viewed as being less human than others. This heresy is subtle, but finds explicit expression: people with disability are often redefined as being of less value than others, and as having lesser human needs than others.  

Through the ages there have been varying schools of thought about what being ‘human’ really means. For example, ancient Jewish culture viewed a human as an integrated being – ‘human’ was a psychosomatic unity – and for centuries, Jewish culture maintained this holistic view. In contrast, Ancient Greek culture divided ‘human’ into soul (psyche) and body (soma), with the soul (spiritual/metaphysical) denoting goodness, and the body (physical/material) representing evil. This idea, along with many others that derive from Greek thought, dominated Western belief about what it means to be human.

The ancient Greek view prevailed throughout the Middle Ages until the Renaissance. A human was now seen as the highest and most noble example of the divine creator at work. During the age of the Enlightenment this view was reversed with the rise of scientific rationalism – evolutionary theories, based on the work of Darwin, saw humans as the product of a cosmic accident. In Marxism, the concept of ‘human’ changed again, with a human seen as a ‘resource’. Marx asserted that humans are a function of historical processes and forces, in which the human is subjugated to the status of a machine or object, and exploited by the forces of capitalism. Thus, by the end of the Nineteenth century, the Renaissance definition of ‘human’ (as a divine work of God) had been radically reversed.

The work of Darwin and Marx laid the groundwork for another powerful theory, that of psychology. Building on Kantian philosophy (which acknowledged the existence of nothing, apart from subjective reality), Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung argued that the human ‘self’ was a construction. More recently, Carl Rogers argued that humans are the sum of their individual experiences, with the consequence that modern psychology is preoccupied with individual experience and subjectivity, and the physicality of the body is often disregarded. 

We can see that the definition of ‘human’ has changed dramatically over time, and continues to change. With so many modern technological efforts bringing to pass the actual eradication of people with disabilities (some, even before they are born), it is often difficult to place credence in a concept of a ‘shared humanity’. But it is not until we embrace the concept of a shared humanity that we can bring about change for people with disabilities. This change will address the imbalances that are presently evidenced by:

· An overall lack of strong, inclusionary policy-making, especially in primary, secondary and tertiary education; 

· A rise in exclusionary policies, an example of which are respite houses for children and adults with disabilities and group-homes that are being built for people labeled with ‘challenging behaviour’;

· People with disabilities being re-institutionalised in the community for an increasing number of reasons; 

· A pushing down of people's consciousness about exclusionary practices, through the use of soft language – for example, group-homes that are built for those with challenging behaviour being called ‘innovative housing’.

Contemplating our shared humanity, and being conscious of where many of the dominant ideas of the present age have come from, can help us to understand our shared experience of living and being in the world. (

