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Abstract

The doctrine of the sanctity of life has traditionally been characterised as a

Judeo‐Christian doctrine that has it that bodily human life is an intrinsic good

and that it is always impermissible to kill an innocent human. Abortion and

euthanasia are often assumed to violate the doctrine. The doctrine is usually

understood as being derived from religious dogma and, as such, not amenable to

debate. I show that this characterisation of the doctrine is problematic in a

number of ways, and I go on to rethink the doctrine. In doing so I follow in the

footsteps of Ronald Dworkin, who offered a characterisation of the doctrine in

his 1993 Life's Dominion, drawing on a conceptualisation of sacredness that is

radically different from standard ones and not dependent on religious dogma. I'll

argue that although Dworkin's efforts have much to recommend, his

conceptualisation of sacredness is inadequate. Dworkin attempted to recon-

ceptualise sacredness ‘from the armchair’. Here I explain how sacred values are

thought of in anthropology and psychology and argue that the sanctity of

human life should be understood in the same way. I'll explain how doing so

allows us to resolve a number of conceptual problems that bedevil standard

characterisations of the doctrine of the sanctity of life. I'll also consider the

possibility of a compromise over the sanctity of human life, and as a

consequence, compromise over the permissibility of abortion and euthanasia.

I'll argue that such compromise is possible, albeit difficult to achieve.
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1 | THE SANCTITY OF LIFE

The doctrine of the sanctity of life plays a major role in public life. It is

routinely appealed to by opponents of abortion, and euthanasia. It is

also said to be embedded in law, underpinning legal prohibitions on

sacrificing the lives of some people to benefit others. With the

overturning of Roe v. Wade, by the U.S. Supreme Court, in June 2022,

controversies about the sanctity of life have returned to the forefront

of public debates. Here my concern is to elucidate the doctrine,

understand why it has played and continues to play such a prominent

role in public life, and determine whether or not it allows scope for

differing views in debates about abortion and euthanasia.

The doctrine has traditionally been characterised as the view that

bodily human life is an intrinsic good, of irreducible value and that, as
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a consequence, it is always impermissible to kill an innocent human.1

The doctrine is often described as a Judeo‐Christian one, with

theological underpinnings.2 Human life is said by Christian and Jewish

theologians to be sacred because the Bible describes humans as

being made in God's image (the ‘Imago Dei’)3 and also because it

depicts human life as a gift from God.4 The doctrine is routinely

appealed to by conservative Christian opponents of abortion and

euthanasia, who construe these acts as violations of it. Influential

secular proponents of abortion and euthanasia, such as Peter Singer

and Helga Kuhse, agree that abortion and euthanasia violate the

doctrine and point to its theological roots to argue that it is ill‐suited

to serve as a basis for healthcare policy in contemporary Western

liberal pluralist societies.5 People who are not Jews or Christians, or

who are, but do not interpret their religious beliefs as being

incompatible with abortion or euthanasia, should not have to follow

laws restricting these practices, designed by and for those who

accept the doctrine of the sanctity of life, or so Kuhse and Singer

both argue.

The aforementioned formulation of the doctrine of the sanctity

of life is problematic in several respects. The first is that while it

tracks a key fault line in academic debates about abortions and

euthanasia, it fails to track a similar fault line in the public debate

about these topics, which plays out very differently than the

academic one. Leading academic proponents of abortion and

euthanasia, including Kuhse6 and Singer,7 deny that human life is

an intrinsic good. However, many nonacademic proponents of

abortion and euthanasia appear to regard human life, including the

life of foetuses, as an intrinsic good and sometimes describe human

life as sacred.8 Public debates about abortion and euthanasia are not

principally debates about whether human life, including the lives of

foetuses, is an intrinsic good, of irreducible value, and can be

legitimately referred to as sacred. Rather, they are debates between

disputants who share an assumption that human life is an intrinsic

good but who disagree about whether or not the value of this good

should sometimes be overridden by other considerations.

The second problem is that the stipulation that innocent human

life is sanctified is not easy to understand. Surely the lives of the

noninnocent are as much a gift from God and as much made in God's

image as are the lives of the innocent. So, it looks like both innocent

and noninnocent lives should be protected by the doctrine of the

sanctity of life, and that, therefore, proponents of the doctrine should

oppose taking human life under all circumstances. But many actual

proponents of the doctrine, especially fundamentalist Christian ones,

also advocate the death penalty for some of the noninnocent.9

If the doctrine only provides protection from killing for the innocent,

then we are owed an explanation as to why.10

A third issue is that the doctrine of the sanctity of life seems very

similar to doctrines about the intrinsic value of life found in other

religious traditions, including Jainism,11 Islam,12 Hinduism and

Buddhism.13 There are also secular defences of the doctrine.14 The

fact that the doctrine does not appear to be distinctive of the Judeo‐

Christian tradition does nothing to undermine its credibility as a

Christian and Jewish theological doctrine. However, the sheer range

of traditions in which the doctrine or some close approximation to it

occurs strongly suggests that it has conceptual roots that extend

beyond the doctrines of particular religious traditions and are located

in some broader feature or features of the human condition.

A fourth concern is that many proponents of the doctrine of the

sanctity of life behave in ways that suggest that they regard this

doctrine differently from many other theological doctrines they also

accept. These days it is rare, at least in Western liberal pluralist

countries, for the religious to demand that people who do not follow

their particular religion abide by all its strictures. The Quran explicitly

forbids the consumption of pork, but Muslims, in most countries,

appear to have little or no interest in trying to prevent non‐Muslims

from eating pork. Jehovah's Witnesses interpret the Bible as

forbidding them from having blood transfusions. However, Jehovah's

Witnesses appear uninterested in trying to prevent non‐Jehovah's

Witnesses from having blood transfusions. Many religious doctrines

are regarded, at least in contemporary Western liberal societies, as

applying only to followers of a particular religion. In stark contrast,

however, most religious opponents of abortion and euthanasia, who

regard themselves as opposing these practices because their religion

tells them that life is sacred, appear highly invested in trying to

change laws and practices in order to prevent anyone and everyone

from conducting abortions and euthanasia. Although they regard

their acceptance of the doctrine of the sanctity of life as grounded in

theology, they also regard the doctrine as applying to people who do

not accept their theological presuppositions. It would be good to be

able to explain why.

I'm not the first person to notice any of these problematic

features of the doctrine of the sanctity of life and to note the ways in

which they cast doubt on standard characterisations of the doctrine.

Various explanations can and have been offered for each of them

1Kuhse, H. (1987). The Sanctity‐of‐life doctrine in medicine (p. 14). Oxford University Press.

This is Kuhse's characterisation of ‘the view underlying the sanctity of life tradition’ (p. 14).

She criticises this traditional view and also considers various other ways to characterise the

doctrine before arguing that it should be rejected entirely.
2See, for example, Baranzke, H. (2012). “Sanctity of life”—A bioethical principle for a right to

life? Ethical Theory and Moral Practice, 15, 295–308, p. 296.
3See Genesis 1: 27.
4See Romans 6: 23.
5Kuhse, op. cit. note 1; Singer, P. (1994). Rethinking life and death: The collapse of our

traditional ethics. St Martin's Griffin.
6Ibid.
7Singer, op. cit. note 5.
8See Dworkin, R. (1993). Life's dominion. Vintage.

9See, for example, Lytle, R., & ten Bensel, T. (2016). Are self‐identified Christian

fundamentalists really more supportive of capital punishment? Exploring the relationship

between fundamentalism and death penalty attitudes. Critical Justice Studies, 29(4),

309–324.
10For discussion of attempts to reconcile capital punishment with the doctrine of the

sanctity of life, see Holyer, R. (1994). Capital punishment and the sanctity of life. International

Philosophical Quarterly, 34(4), 485–497.
11Kuhse, op. cit. note 1, p. 3.
12Shomali, M. A. (2008). Islamic bioethics: A general scheme. Journal of Medical Ethics and

History of Medicine, 1, 1–8, p. 1.
13Khushf, G. (1996). The Sanctity of life: A literature review. In K. Bayertz (Ed.), Sanctity of life

and human dignity (p. 296). Kluwer.
14See, for example, Dworkin, op. cit. note 8.
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individually. In what follows I will offer a new characterisation of the

doctrine of the sanctity of life which provides a unified explanation

for all of them. It will involve focussing on and thinking carefully

about what it is for life, or anything else, to be sacred. I'm not the first

person to attempt such a project either. In his Life's Dominion Ronald

Dworkin urged a wholesale rethinking of the very idea of the sanctity

of life.15 My approach is inspired by his but is also quite different

from it. In the next section, I'll briefly consider Dworkin's attempt to

rethink the doctrine of the sanctity of life and point out where it falls

down. In the following section I will sketch a scientifically informed

approach to sacred values; and in the section that follows I'll apply it

to the doctrine and then account for its problematic features, which

were identified earlier. In the section after that, I'll consider the

prospects for finding a compromise over the sanctity of life and will

then apply my findings to the prospects for compromise in

contemporary debates about the permissibility of abortion and

euthanasia. The final section of the paper contains a concluding

remark and a response to a not uncommon line of criticism of my

approach.

2 | LIFE'S DOMINION

Dworkin breaks from most philosophers commenting on the doctrine

of the sanctity of life, who construe the doctrine as primarily a

theological one. He depicts the view that human life is sacred as a

background assumption shared by almost all of us, including the

advocates of abortion and euthanasia, and not dependent on any

theological justification.16 According to Dworkin, what ‘… actually

divides people’, in disputes about the morality of abortion (as well as

euthanasia) is a ‘disagreement about how best to respect a

fundamental idea we almost all share in some form: that individual

human life is sacred’.17 He understands sacredness to be a form of

intrinsic, rather than instrumental value. However, he informs us, we

value sacredness in a different way from other forms of intrinsic

value. We do not feel the need to create as much human life as

possible.18 The sacred is valuable only when it exists. Dworkin tells us

that ‘It is not important that there be more people. But once a human

life has begun, it is very important that it flourish and not be

wasted’.19 He thinks the same is true of works of art, some of which

he considers to be sacred.20

If Dworkin is to be believed, almost all of us recognise two

sources of intrinsic value in human life. These are ‘natural investment’

and ‘creative investment’ in human life.21 People disagree about the

relative importance of these two sources of intrinsic value, and this

disagreement allows scope for those who share the same basic idea

of sacredness to disagree about the morality of abortion (and

euthanasia). People who decide that the value of natural investment

in human life clearly outweighs the value of creative investment will

generally be opposed to abortion, as abortion involves the destruc-

tion of natural investment in human life. However, for those who

think that the creative investment in human life makes a significant

contribution to the intrinsic value of human life things are not cut and

dried.

The birth of a child may lead to a reduction in the value of

creative investment in a woman's life if her life plans are frustrated by

the demands of child rearing. Also, a woman may decide that at a

given stage in her life she will be unable to provide a child with a

flourishing life. She may decide that the life of a child she could

choose to have, at a particular time, would, most likely, have low

levels of intrinsic value. Such a child would have a deficient

upbringing leading it to be unable to realise satisfying life plans. For

these reasons a woman may decide that the overall diminution in the

creative value of her life, that results from having a child at a

particular time, would not be outweighed by the increase in overall

natural and creative value that could result from her bringing a child

into existence. When she makes this decision, she chooses to have an

abortion on the basis of consideration of the sanctity of life,

according to Dworkin.22

Dworkin holds that people who are not religious can experience

the sacred. As we have seen, he considers that works of art can be

sacred, and he considers that these can include ones that express

nonreligious themes. He also points out that in many countries there

are people who consider their national flag, and sometimes other

symbols of their nation to be sacred.23

Life's Dominion was much discussed when it was published in

1993, but Dworkin's account of the sanctity of life came to be

regarded as problematic by many. One concern about Dworkin's

account of the sanctity of life is that it involves the assumption that

human lives can become more sacred over time as more ‘creative

investment’ is made in them. This seems to fly in the face of standard

contemporary treatments of the sanctity of life, which have it that all

human lives are equally sacred.24 Another problem is with Dworkin's

account of ‘natural investment’. According to him, the religious

equate natural investment with ‘divine investment’ and the secular

suppose that the natural processes of creation somehow imbue

human life with sacred value. As McMahan points out, Dworkin fails

to cite any religious thinkers who characterise the sanctity of life in

terms of divine investment.25 The mainstream Judeo‐Christian view

is that human life is sacred just because God decrees that it is sacred

and not because God somehow invests in human life.26 If God

were to suddenly decree that rocks are sacred, then rocks would

become sacred, regardless of whether or not God had made a ‘divine

15Dworkin, op. cit. note 8.
16Dworkin presents a compelling case for this conclusion in op. cit. note 8, Chapters 2 and 3.
17Ibid: 13.
18Ibid: 70.
19Ibid: 74.
20Ibid: 74.
21Ibid: 91.

22Ibid: 97–101.
23Ibid: 74.
24Kuhse, op. cit. note 1, pp. 9–11.
25McMahan, J. (2002). The ethics of killing: Problems at the margins of life (p. 333). Oxford

University Press.
26See, for example, 1 Corinthians 3: 16–17.
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investment' in rocks.27 The idea that significantly many nonreligious

people suppose that natural processes imbue human life with sacred

value is also hard to accept. It appears to presume that they

fundamentally misunderstand the natural process of evolution,

attributing the ability to create nonnatural emergent properties

to it.28

Dworkin's treatment of the sanctity of life, and of the sacred

more generally, in Life's Dominion, captures the near universality of

the view that life is somehow sacred but seems not to do justice to

ordinary talk of sanctity of life and the sacred. This should not be

altogether surprising. He approaches the topic ‘from the armchair’

and does not avail himself of the considerable resources of scientific

work on sacred values due, inter alia, to anthropologists and

psychologists.

3 | SACRED VALUES

Almost all religions designate particular places, people, items and

actions as sacred or holy (I'll use these terms interchangeably). There

are sacred texts, such as the Bible, sacred places such as Mecca,

sacred buildings, such as churches, holy relics, sacred rituals and holy

people. Also, as Dworkin rightly points out, it is not only the religious

who apply the term ‘sacred’.29 There are national symbols, such as

flags, places of national significance, including battlefields, and also

buildings, such as war memorials, that have come to be regarded by

many as sacred.30 Human life itself is often claimed to be sacred.

When people make this last claim, are they using the term ‘sacred' in

the same sense as in the other examples? To determine whether they

are or are not we first need to acquire a deeper appreciation of

sacredness, informed by relevant scientific work.

Contemporary scientific discussion of the sacred starts with

Durkheim and rejects the idea shared by the traditional account and

by Dworkin that sacred values are somehow intrinsic. In his classic

1912 work, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim treats

the distinction between the sacred and the profane as the central

distinction around which all religious thought is organised.31 He

understands sacred people, places, buildings and objects as supposed

points of contact between the ordinary natural world and the divine

and he holds that the proper religious attitude towards the sacred is

one of reverence. He further holds that the religious demonstrate this

proper attitude by setting up and respecting rules regulating and

restricting contact with the sacred. The religious recognise that there

is an inherent danger in contact with the sacred, according to

Durkheim, because the sacred is mysterious and potentially harmful

to those who treat it in inappropriate ways.32

According to Durkheim, the sacred plays the functional role of

creating social cohesion in religious communities.33 When members of

communities who share a reverence for the same sacred values and items

conduct rituals involving those values and items, they are able to

experience a shared emotion that Durkheim refers to as ‘collective

effervescence’.34 Participation in rituals that lead to the experience of

collective effervescence can be an effective means of bonding

communities together.35 All religions conduct rituals. These can involve

prayer, song, chants and dance, along with a range of other collective

actions that can be combined into elaborate ceremonies. Such religious

rituals are focussed on shared sacred values and/or items.36

Why do people regard some values as sacred and not others? Sacred

values are sustained by two sources. One is the aforementioned rituals

focused on shared sacred values. The other is conceptual schemes that

involve sacred values. A tract of the Holy Land can come to be regarded

as sacred by a particular people because their religious texts tell them that

it is granted to them by a supernatural being and must be treated in

particular ways. The area around Mecca and Medina—the Hijaz—is

regarded by devout Muslims as forbidden to non‐Muslims because the

Prophet Muhammad is said to have uttered the words ‘let there not be

two religions in Arabia’, leading to the eviction of Christian and Jewish

communities from the area in 641A.D.37 National flags can come to be

regarded as sacred when individuals start to regard their nation as having

a transcendental mission and begin to think of their flag as symbolising

something greater than themselves that they participate in.

Durkheim's characterisation of religion and his account of the

sacred has been enormously influential in the sociology of religion.38

Durkheim's ideas about religion have also become very influential in

moral psychology and the psychology of religion. Indeed, Jon Haidt,

one of the leading figures in contemporary moral psychology,

describes the account of religion he favours as ‘straight out of

Durkheim’.39

Contemporary psychological accounts of the sacred share

Durkheim's rejection of sacred values as somehow intrinsic and his

insistence on the importance of the regulation and separation of the

sacred from the nonsacred, in so far as this can be achieved, for the

understanding of sacred values. Tetlock defines sacred values as ‘…

those values that a moral community treats as possessing transcen-

dental significance that precludes comparisons, trade‐offs, or indeed

27McMahan, op. cit. note 25, p. 232.
28Rachels argues similarly. See: Rachels, J. (1993). Review: Life's dominion: An argument

about abortion, euthanasia and individual freedom, by Ronald Dworkin. Bioethics, 8(3),

268–272, p. 272.
29Dworkin, op. cit. note 8, p. 74.
30Clarke, S. (2014). The justification of religious violence (p. 137). Wiley‐Blackwell.
31Durkheim, E. (2001). The elementary forms of religious life. Oxford University Press (Original

work published 1912). By profane Durkheim means mundane, rather than irreverent.

32Clarke, op. cit. note 30, p. 138.
33Ibid.
34Ibid.
35Bellah, R. (2011). Religion in human evolution: From the paleolithic to the axial age (pp.

17–18). Harvard University Press.
36Whitehouse, H. (2004). Modes of religiosity: A cognitive theory of religious transmission.

AltaMira.
37Clarke, op. cit. note 30, p. 173. The capacity of human communities to develop and retain

shared sacred values may have co‐evolved alongside religion. For a defence and further

discussion of this line of reasoning, see Handfield, T. (2020). The co‐evolution of sacred

value and religion. Religion, Brain and Behavior, 10(3), 252–271.
38Guthrie, S. E. (1996). The sacred: A sceptical view. InT. A. Idinopoulos & E. A. Yonan (Eds.),

The sacred and its scholars (pp. 124–138). E. J. Brill, pp. 124–125.
39Haidt, J. (2012). The righteous mind: Why good people are divided by politics and religion

(p. 267). Pantheon/Knopf.
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any mingling with secular values’.40 While the general thrust of rules

governing the sacred serves to regulate its interaction with the

nonsacred, this does not mean that these rules are simple and it does

not mean that everyone is expected to obey exactly the same rules.

Religious organisations, as well as other organisations that hold

sacred values, will typically set up office bearers charged with

upholding particular duties, in regard to the sacred. Consider an

ordinary church—a paradigmatically sacred building. The rules and

norms governing the behaviour of a priest in a church are different

from the rules and norms governing the behaviour of a parishioner.

Rules and norms governing the behaviour of curates, altar boys and

choristers are different again.

Sacred values were treated with some skepticism in mainstream

psychology for a long time, due to the influence of the rational actor

model of human behaviour which suggests that it is never in anyone's

interest to refuse even to consider the possibility of compromising

particular values. No matter how important some value may seem,

there is always the possibility that someone will offer you sufficient

quantities of something else that you value to make it in your interest

to consider compromising those values, or so an influential line of

reasoning goes. However, there is mounting evidence that when

people think of particular values as sacred, they really do refuse to

compromise on them, even when it is in their interests to do so.41

Any attempt to treat sacred values as if they are not sacred is

liable to lead to strong, adverse emotional reactions, especially if

these involve the outright violation of rules regarding the proper

treatment of the sacred. The former Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak

Rabin was assassinated by a religious Zionist, Yigal Amir, in 1995.

Amir was outraged that Rabin was seeking a peace deal with an

interim Palestinian authority involving Israel ceding control of parts of

the Gaza Strip and the West Bank to that authority. Amir was

unconcerned about whether this was a good deal for Israel, or

whether it might help secure long‐term peace in the Middle East.

Amir regarded the land set to be ceded as part of sacred territory

granted by God to the Jewish people in a holy covenant. He

considered that the proposal to cede that territory to non‐Jews was a

clear breach of God's covenant, which justified Rabin's assassina-

tion.42 The deliberate flouting of rules regarding proper behaviour in

sacred buildings, towards holy texts, and towards sacred emblems, is

also liable to lead to expressions of outrage and punitive responses

aimed at ensuring that such violations are never repeated.43

A set of studies by Ginges et al. illustrates the difficulty of

obtaining compromises with those who hold sacred values.44 Some of

Ginges et al.'s subjects were Palestinian students who were invited to

consider a ‘two‐state solution’ peace deal, involving a future

Palestinian government relinquishing claims to sovereignty over East

Jerusalem. Another group of students were asked to consider a

variant of the same deal with an added ‘sweetener’. The sweetener

was that Israel would pay each Palestinian family US$1000 a year

over a 10‐year period. Amongst the majority of the research subjects

who were devout Muslims the offer of the sweetened deal backfired.

Jerusalem (Al‐Quds) is considered a holy city in Islam. The suggestion

that they might be willing to abandon their religious duty to

administer an Islamic holy city in return for material reward infuriated

devout Palestinian Muslims, making them even less likely to support

the peace deal than they would have been otherwise.45

4 | IS THE SANCTITY OF LIFE A SACRED
VALUE?

Is the sanctity of human life sufficiently similar to other sacred values

to warrant analysing it in the same way as those others? There are at

least four striking points of similarity. First, we humans conduct many

rituals specifically dedicated to celebrating human life itself. Most

religious traditions conduct rituals celebrating the creation of life—

birth. Christians celebrate a birth and commit to raising a newborn as

a Christian in a Christening ceremony. Sikhs visit their temple as soon

as possible after a birth to conduct a religious naming ceremony and

Jews celebrate the birth of male infants with a circumcision

ceremony that takes place when they are 8 days old. Other rituals

are dedicated to marking the passage of human life, such as

birthdays, and ceremonies marking the commencement of adulthood

such as Bar and Bat Mitzvah ceremonies in the Jewish tradition.

There are also funeral rituals marking the end of life in many religious

traditions. Second, religions draw clear conceptual connections

between human life and something greater that human life is part

of. As has already been noted the Bible connects human life to the

divine via the notion of giftedness and via the Imago Dei. There is also

a strand of ‘humanist’ thought, associated initially with Petrarch

(1304–1374), that seems concerned to defend a view of humanity as

somehow transcending the limits imposed on other worldly beings as

a result of the awe‐inspiring power of human rationality and

creativity. Humanists in this tradition are able to sacralise human

life without accepting a religion. Third, people who accept the

sanctity of human life are typically unwilling to compromise this

value, regardless of what is on offer. Like other sacred values, a

sanctified life is regarded as untradeable. Fourth, there are strong

emotions attached to debates about the sanctity of life. Many of the

40Tetlock, P. E. (2003). Thinking the unthinkable: Sacred values and taboo cognitions. Trends

in Cognitive Sciences, 7(7), 320–324, p. 320. Note that sacred values are sometimes referred

to as ‘protected values’. See, for example, Baron, J., & Spranca, M. (1997). Protected values.

Organisational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 70, 1–16.
41See Tetlock, op. cit. note 40; Baron & Spranca, op. cit. note 40; Berns G. S., Bell, E., Capra,

C. M., Prietula, M. J., Moore, S., Anderson, B., Ginges, J., & Atran, S. (2012). The price of your

soul: Neural evidence for the non‐utilitarian representation of sacred values. Philosophical

Transactions of the Royal Society B, 367, 754–762.
42Stern, J. (2003). Terror in the name of God (pp. 90–92). HarperCollins.
43See Tetlock, P. E., Kristel, O. K., Elson, B., Green, M. C., & Lerner, J. S. (2000). The

psychology of the unthinkable: Taboo trade‐offs, forbidden base rates, and heretical

counterfactuals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78(5), 853–870. According to

Tetlock et al., people are apt to express outrage at even the suggestion that they might be

prepared to compromise their sacred values. Such suggestions may provoke outrage because

they are taken as implying that attestations of sacred values are insincere.

44Ginges, J., Atran, S., Medin, D., & Shihaki, K. (2007). Sacred bounds on rational resolution

of conflict. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America,

104(18), 7357–7360.
45Ibid.
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people who regard abortion as a violation of the sanctity of life do

not merely disapprove of abortion. They are outraged by abortion.

This fury can and does lead to raucous demonstrations and violent

actions including the murder of abortion‐providing physicians.46

Given that the sanctity of human life is similar to other sacred values

in at least the four aforementioned ways, there is a strong case for

analysing it in the same way as other sacred values.

Let us now return to consider the first four problems with the

sanctity of life doctrine that we started with. The first was that public

debates about abortion and euthanasia are often between disputants

who share the view that human life is sacred, and it was difficult to

understand how someone could believe that life was sacred and also

be in favour of abortion and/or euthanasia. If we draw on the

scientific literature on sacred values, we can address this problem.

There are some people who regard human life as becoming sacred at

birth rather than at conception, so for them, abortion involves no

violation of sacred values. Given that human societies tend to

conduct rituals about birth, and do not usually conduct rituals about

conception, it is easy to see why many people might come to suppose

that life becomes sacred at birth rather than conception.

Disagreements about the permissibility of euthanasia amongst

those who share the view that life is sacred need to be explained in a

different manner. People who believe that life is sacred accept rules

governing the proper treatment of human lives including one's own.

These are typically rules developed by and within a tradition. It is

usual for such rules to permit killing under some circumstances, such

as when it is unavoidable during acts of self‐defense. Those who

believe that life is sacred and also hold that it is permissible for people

to terminate their own lives under some circumstances believe that

the rules governing the proper treatment of a sacred human life are

not violated when people kill themselves under those circumstances.

Some early Christian theologians, such as Justin Martyr (345–419),

accepted that human life is sacred and also argued that suicide was

permissible under some circumstances. It was not until the ideas of

Augustine gained ascendancy in Christian theology that the view that

suicide is absolutely prohibited became Christian orthodoxy.47

The second problem was to explain why many people who

regard life as sacred also regard it as permissible to terminate the

lives of particular classes of noninnocent people, such as convicted

murderers. This is easy to explain when we construe the sanctity of

life in the same way as we construe other sacred values. To treat a

human life as sacred is not to aim to preserve it under all

circumstances. Rather, it is to follow rules regarding the proper

treatment of sacred human lives. If those rules involve execution

under some circumstances, then it is permissible (or perhaps even

obligatory) to execute people under those circumstances, even

though this involves the destruction of a sacred being.48 An example

of such a rule is the Biblical instruction to put murderers to death.49

In one sense such rules are arbitrary. A particular tradition could

evolve in such a way as to end up endorsing pretty much any rule

about the proper treatment of the sacred. In another sense, they are

anything but arbitrary. Individuals don't choose the relevant rules.

They follow the ones handed down to them by the participants in the

tradition that came before them.

The third problem was to explain why so many different religious

traditions (and some nonreligious traditions) adhere to doctrines that are

similar to the Judeo‐Christian doctrine of the sanctity of life. Given what

we know about sacred values this is what we should expect. There are

rituals dedicated to celebrating the beginning, passage, and end of human

life in many traditions and religions persistently develop conceptual

schemes in which human life plays a central role, making human life a

highly suitable subject for sacralisation.

The fourth problem was that many religious proponents of the

doctrine of the sanctity of life do not appear to treat the doctrine in

the same way as they treat other doctrines underwritten by their

theology. They are concerned to prevent anyone from violating the

sanctity of life but treat many other religious strictures as applying

only to followers of their own religion. This phenomenon is explained

by noting that the ways in which one demonstrates respect for the

sacred varies according to the detail of the particular rules governing

the proper treatment of the sacred. Some rules are intended to apply

only to believers. The Old Testament makes clear that a rule about

not eating pork is a rule that applies only to Jews—‘a people holy to

the Lord Your God’.50 Other rules are interpreted as applying to all

peoples. The Ten Commandments in the Bible, which include a

stipulation against murder, are not merely supposed by Christians to

be rules governing the proper conduct of Jewish people. Rather, they

are supposed to be rules governing the proper conduct of all people.

God is supposed, by Christians, to have provided these to Moses with

the intention that they be disseminated to everybody, first by the

Jewish people and then by Christians.

5 | NEGOTIATION OVER THE SACRED

Given that by definition sacred values are values that people do not

trade‐off, it might seem impossible to negotiate over them. However,

the boundaries of the sacred are often vague and an awareness of

where this vagueness lies opens up the possibility of indirect

negotiation via ‘reframing’.51 Jerusalem (Al‐Quds) is a holy city for

both Jews and Muslims, and members of both groups regard it as

their religious duty to administer it on behalf of God. It might seem

impossible for both religions to control Jerusalem. However, the

boundaries of Jerusalem are vague. If Jews were to construe

Jerusalem as West Jerusalem and Muslims were to construe

46For a study of the reasoning and circumstances leading to the killing of an

abortion‐providing physician in 2009, see Clarke, op. cit. note 30, pp. 164–167.
47Ibid: 128–129.
48Similarly, there are some circumstances in which it is permissible, or perhaps even

obligatory, for Christians to deconsecrate a church, even though this causes it to cease being

a sacred building.

49See Numbers 35: 16–21.
50See Deuteronomy 14: 1–21.
51See Atran, S. (2010). Talking to the enemy: Faith, brotherhood and the (un)making of terrorists.

Harper Collins.
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Al‐Quds as East Jerusalem then a lasting compromise could be

achieved without violating anyone's sacred values.52

Even the most doctrinaire groups who subscribe to sacred values

have been known to reframe those values to suit their circumstances. In

March 2001 the notoriously extreme Islamist group the Taliban

dynamited and destroyed the Bamiyan statues—two giant, ancient

Buddhist statues located in the Bamiyan valley in Afghanistan. They did

this because hard‐line Islamists within the Taliban viewed the statues as

an attempt to represent God—an act that they considered sacrilegious.

However, in 1999, Mullah Omar, the somewhat pragmatic, highly devout

leader of the Taliban, had decided to preserve, rather than destroy, the

Bamiyan statues. At the time he was able to persuade other members of

the Taliban leadership that the Bamiyan statues were not sacrilegious as

there were no Buddhists remaining in Afghanistan to worship them, and

so, there was no one to regard them as attempts to represent God.53

Is there scope to reframe views about the sanctity of life? Yes, there

is. As we have seen there is room for differences of opinion over the rules

that one must follow to uphold the sanctity of life. Also, there is room for

differences of opinion about when human life becomes sacred. The

prevailing Christian position these days is that human life becomes sacred

at conception. However, a traditional view, endorsed by both Augustine

and Aquinas, has it that human life does not become sacred until

ensoulment occurs. This was understood to occur at the time of

‘quickening’—4–5 months after conception.54 Aquinas understood a pre‐

ensoulment abortion to be wrongful, but he did not understand it as

nearly as wrongful as the abortion of a post‐ensoulment foetus, which he

regarded as a homicidal act.55

Given the scope for flexibility over when human life becomes sacred

and over what is involved in respecting the sanctity of life, there is room

for negotiation over the sanctity of life via reframing. However, this is not

currently a promising route to the resolution of debates over the morality

of abortion and euthanasia. Sacred values are only creatively reinter-

preted and reframed for the sake of compromise, by participants in a

dispute, when there are substantive benefits for them that would result

from compromise. The Taliban leadership was briefly motivated to

creatively reinterpret their sacred values and refrain from destroying the

Bamiyan statues because for a time, during the earlier period in which

they ruled Afghanistan (1996–2001), they saw the statues as a major

inducement to tourists to visit Afghanistan, and they valued tourist

income. The Taliban also refused numerous lucrative offers made to buy

the statues and relocate them outside Afghanistan.56 They could not

accept such offers, as doing so would involve them demonstrating

disrespect for their own sacred values, by directly compromising these for

material reward.

The view that human life is sacred from the moment of conception is

standard amongst contemporary advocates of the ‘pro‐life’ position about

abortion.57 It would involve no great conceptual difficulties for pro‐lifers

to reframe their values and construe human life as becoming sacred at

another point in the developmental process. However, it is not easy to

see how and why pro‐lifers would become motivated to creatively

reinterpret and reframe their sacred values for the sake of compromise,

bearing in mind that offers of material reward for such creative

reinterpretation are liable to backfire as acceptance would involve pro‐

lifers demonstrating disrespect for their own sacred values. Even if the

mainstream pro‐life movement were to somehow become motivated to

creatively reinterpret and reframe their values, for the sake of

compromise, there would almost certainly remain hard‐liners who would

not go along with any proposed compromise. It is sometimes possible to

find compromises over sacred values, but the route to compromise is

difficult to navigate and unfortunately, there is no great reason to believe

that participants in contemporary debates about the permissibility of

abortion will navigate it any time soon.58

Similar difficulties arise when we consider the prospects of

opponents of euthanasia, who regard euthanasia as violating the doctrine

of the sanctity of life, being motivated to reframe their values for the sake

of compromise. Many Christians object to euthanasia because they

regard it as amounting to assisted suicide and they regard suicide as

violating a rule governing the proper treatment of human life which, for

them, is sacred. It is entirely possible to reframe this value and accept

different rules governing the proper treatment of human life. Indeed, as

we saw there were some early Christians, such as Justin Martyr, who

advocated suicide under some circumstances. However, it is hard to see

how and why contemporary Christian opponents of euthanasia would

become motivated to reframe this value.

6 | CONCLUDING REMARK

I have articulated a different approach to the doctrine of the sanctity of

life than most philosophers and bioethicists who have addressed the

topic, and it should be appreciated that I have a different purpose in mind

than most of them. Like Dworkin, but unlike most philosophers and

bioethicists, my primary concern is to understand the role a doctrine that

has widespread and persistent popular appeal plays in public debate. I am

neither concerned to justify the doctrine of the sanctity of life nor finding

52Ibid: 383.
53See Harding, L. (2001, March 3). How the Buddha got his wounds. The Guardian. Retrieved

August 26, 2022, from https://www.theguardian.com/books/2001/mar/03/books.

guardianreview2
54See Ford, N. (1988). When did I begin? Conception of the human individual in history,

philosophy and science. Cambridge University Press. ‘Quickening’ was traditionally under-

stood to occur when a pregnant woman first felt movement in her uterus. This sensation was

held to be a side‐effect of the foetus being ensouled by God.
55Haldane, J., & Lee, P. (2003). Aquinas on human ensoulment, abortion and the value of life.

Philosophy, 78, 255–278.
56Spillius, A. (2001, March 5). Taliban ignore all appeals to save Buddhas. The Telegraph.

Retrieved August 26, 2022, from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/

afghanistan/1325119/Taliban-ignore-all-appeals-to-save-Buddhas.html

57However, it may not be as widespread as initial appearances suggest. Although the

Catholic Church's official position is that life becomes sacred at the moment of conception,

recent survey evidence suggests that a significant minority of U.S. Catholics do not endorse

this view. See Smith, G. (2022, May 23). Like Americans overall, Catholics vary in their abortion

views, with regular Mass attenders most opposed. Pew Research Center. Retrieved August 26,

2022, from https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/05/23/like-americans-overall-

catholics-vary-in-their-abortion-views-with-regular-mass-attenders-most-opposed/
58If the survey evidence mentioned in footnote 57 is to be relied on, then at least some pro‐

life groups, including the Catholic Church, suffer from internal divisions over the issue of

when life becomes sacred. They have an additional motive to seek compromise over sacred

values. This is that some such compromises can be expected to lead to increased unity within

those groups. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for this point.
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some other logical flaw with it. It is an omnipresent feature of human life

that we experience sacredness in the world. We experience places of

worship, flags and revered texts as sacred, and in the same way, we

experience human life as sacred. Sacred values are not going to go away

any time soon and it is important that we try to understand how and to

what extent they influence ordinary thinking. As we have seen a sense of

human life as sacred can make some people feel that abortion and

euthanasia are obviously wrongful while others have no difficulty

reconciling abortion and euthanasia with a sense that life is sacred.

People cannot usually be argued out of the way they happen to construe

the sanctity of life, but sacred values do have the potential to be shifted

via reframing.

Let me close by addressing a line of criticism of my Durkheimian

approach to the sanctity of life that is sometimes made by

philosophers and bioethicists who favour a more traditional analytic

approach to the subject. It may seem that Durkheim and I are simply

ignoring religious belief and failing to understand religion from the

point of view of those who participate in religious groups and rituals

because they are motivated to do so by religious belief.59 I don't wish

to deny that there may be a few people, particularly theologians, who

decide to participate in religious groups and rituals after carefully

considering their religious convictions. But the vast majority of

religious adherents don't come to participate in religious groups and

rituals this way. Most people are born into a religious community and

start out participating in religious rituals because their religious

community introduces them to its rituals and makes it clear that they

are expected to participate. Participation causes them to experience

a shared sense of sacred values and of community bondedness.

Religious beliefs give shape to this shared sense of sacred values and

are in turn shaped by it. The view of participation in religious groups

and rituals as being straightforwardly derived from religious belief is

misleading in most cases. Religious belief is deeply intertwined with

ritual participation and with the sacred values shared by a religious

group.60,61

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Open access publishing facilitated by Charles Sturt University, as part

of the Wiley ‐ Charles Sturt University agreement via the Council of

Australian University Librarians.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The author declares no conflict of interest.

ORCID

Steve Clarke http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5692-0031

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

Steve Clarke is a professor of Philosophy in the School of Social

Work and Arts, as well as a senior research associate of the

Wellcome Centre for Ethics and Humanities, the Uehiro Centre

for Practical Ethics, and the Faculty of Philosophy at the

University of Oxford. Recent publications include Clarke, S.

(2020). Huckleberry Finn's conscience: Reckoning with the

evasion. Journal of Ethics, 24(4), 485–508, and Clarke, S., Zohny,

H., & Savulescu, J. (Eds.) (2021). Rethinking moral status. Oxford

University Press.

How to cite this article: Clarke, S. (2022). The sanctity of life

as a sacred value. Bioethics, 1–8.

https://doi.org/10.1111/bioe.13094

59Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing this point.

60Durkheim is sometimes depicted as treating religious belief as merely epiphenomenal. For

a demonstration that this is a misreading of Durkheim, see Clarke, S. (2020). Straight out of

Durkheim? Haidt's neo‐Durkheimian account of religion and the cognitive science of religion.

Sophia, 59(2), 197–210.
61Thanks to C. A. J. Coady, Roger Crisp, Matthew Kopec, Lauren Notini, Justin Oakley, and

an audience at the 2021 online Conference on Religious Pluralism in Healthcare, for helpful

comments on earlier versions of this paper.

8 | CLARKE

 14678519, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/bioe.13094 by C

harles Sturt U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [13/10/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5692-0031
https://doi.org/10.1111/bioe.13094



