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The value of human life
G. R. McLean

This article arises from a public lecture I was invited to give to a general 
audience on the topic of the value of human life.1 It would of course be 
foolish to imagine that one could do any justice to this subject within a single 
lecture or article, even if one were familiar, as I am certainly not, with the 
vast variety of relevant contributions from philosophers, theologians, poets 
and novelists, and others. However, it seems to me that we can usefully 
approach this enormous and contentious topic by considering a much 
narrower issue—namely the issue of infanticide, particularly infanticide 
of babies born with a disability—and by considering commentary on that 
issue from two voices who express influential opposing positions. I believe 
that we can consider that narrower issue in a conversation appropriate for a 
general audience, relying on our ordinary common sense, and that this will 
allow us to examine in stark terms some fundamental and central aspects 
of the broader question of the value of human life.

I ask you then to imagine that a baby has just been born. This baby 
has been born with a disability. The disability may be physical, or mental, 
or both. Now of course there are many possible disabilities, and much dis-
agreement about how seriously one or other disability impacts the future 
individual’s life. But let’s suppose that we agree that this baby’s disability is 
severe. And now we pose the ethical question: what ought we to do with 
this baby? Ought we to care for it in the way we would care for non-disabled 
babies? Or are we, indeed, permitted to kill it?

I need to stress that the question we are posing here is a moral question, 
not a legal question. Infanticide is, of course, illegal in jurisdictions such as 



25

The value of human life

ours. We are not here asking what the law permits us to do; we are asking 
what morality would permit us to do. As we will see, there are advocates 
of the moral permissibility of infanticide, and they also typically argue that 
the law ought to be amended to allow us to do what they believe we are 
morally permitted to do.

Now let me introduce the two opposing kinds of voice. The first echoes 
the way that modern Western medicine has traditionally answered our 
question about the baby with a disability. It has maintained that the baby falls 
within our general duty of care and that killing it would be impermissible. If 
we wished to see a particularly strong expression of this position we might 
look to the commitments and work of Mother Teresa. She, of course, was 
the famous Roman Catholic nun who founded the Missionaries of Charity, 
whose work, in India and elsewhere, was devoted to the care of the poorest 
of the poor. She was outspoken in her claim that we are required to provide 
to babies with disability as much life-supporting care as we would provide to 
non-disabled babies. She and her community famously extended that care 
to such babies, embracing them in love and providing homes and support 
for abandoned babies. She strongly opposed the view that these lives, or 
any human lives, are to be neglected, and, even more strongly opposed the 
view that they may be destroyed. She stands as a clear representative of the 
first kind of voice.

The second kind of voice is broadly utilitarian.2 For a clearly articulated 
expression of that voice, I select a highly influential book by Jonathan Glover. 
Glover is an eminent English philosopher. He was for many years a fellow of 
New College, Oxford, and then became Professor of Ethics in the Centre of 
Medical Law and Ethics at King’s College, London. His book, Causing Death 
and Saving Lives, first published in 1977, was a landmark contribution to the 
developing philosophical sub-discipline of applied ethics. I shall take what 
he said in that book as articulating the views of the second kind of voice.3

Glover argues that it can be permissible to kill the baby with a disabil-
ity. He provides two possible grounds for this conclusion: the baby’s future 
suffering, and the burden that the baby’s care would impose on others. He 
argues that for either of these reasons, or because of a combination of them, 
the best outcome could be the baby’s death, and in that case we ought to be 
able to bring about its death.

Mother Teresa’s work and Jonathan Glover’s book provide excellent 
specimens of the views I wish to compare and examine. They give voice to 
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starkly different positions—one maintaining that infanticide is permissible, 
the other strongly opposing it and maintaining instead that we are morally 
required to provide loving, life-supporting care for the baby.

As we are all aware, many people have taken great inspiration from 
Mother Teresa’s view and example. But I think that it is also true that many 
people feel the pull of Glover’s concerns. Infanticide is illegal so there is 
little active discussion of it as a live issue—at least outside the philosophy 
classroom. But everyone, I think, will be concerned about the future suf-
fering of the baby with a disability and about the burden upon others of its 
care. And some people will be inclined to think along the lines opened out 
by Glover. “Wouldn’t all the parties involved be better off if this life were 
to end now?” they may ask. “But if that’s so, oughtn’t we to be allowed to 
bring this life to an end now?” And they may add, “After all, we make such 
decisions about life before birth, and we are permitted to act on those deci-
sions. Why should birth itself make a difference here?” In which direction, 
then, should we lean—towards Glover’s view, or towards Mother Teresa’s?

The contrast between these views can be simply expressed as a dis-
agreement concerning a central idea or doctrine that has exerted a powerful 
influence in our thinking about such issues—the doctrine of the sanctity of 
human life. There are a number of possible versions of this doctrine. Many 
contemporary philosophers, including Glover, understand this doctrine to 
say simply that human life is intrinsically valuable or that taking life is inher-
ently wrong. Those who actually hold the doctrine in this way feel that there 
is something wrong with killing as such. They may not feel that it is always 
wrong, or that it is overridingly wrong: they may feel that it can be justified 
in special circumstances (for example, in self-defence, or war, or perhaps in 
capital punishment). But they feel that when those special circumstances 
do not obtain, we do not need to look for some particular reason why it 
would be wrong to destroy human life. Rather, they believe, we can recognise 
that it would be wrong just because it would be killing someone; it would 
be wrong in itself. This, as I say, is what many contemporary philosophers 
mean by the doctrine of the sanctity of life.

There is also a more substantial reading of the doctrine. The word 
“sanctity” has what some people would call “religious” connotations. In its 
proper sense, it applies to what is set apart as holy and for that reason to 
be revered, or to be regarded as inviolable, or especially to be protected. It 
is not difficult to see why someone who accepts this richer notion of the 
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sanctity of life would also accept the simpler notion that the philosophers 
employ. For ease of reference, I will call that simpler notion the “thinner 
doctrine” of the sanctity of life, and the richer, more “religious” notion, the 
“thicker doctrine”.

The contrast between Glover and Mother Teresa’s positions can be 
described in simple terms as a disagreement over the thinner doctrine. 
Mother Teresa believed that it was intrinsically wrong to destroy human 
life, whereas Glover believes that this doctrine is false, and his book is in 
large part an outworking of an alternative view concerning the significance 
of life and its destruction.

With this in mind, let’s probe a little further, and consider the grounds 
for their respective views concerning what we are entitled to do with the 
baby with a disability.

Mother Teresa was quite explicit about the reasons for her views. She 
accepted not just the thinner doctrine of the sanctity of life but the thicker 
doctrine too. Like countless others who adhere to the Judaeo-Christian view 
of the world, she believed that human life is set apart under a special pro-
tective commandment of God. We are commanded not to kill, and indeed 
we are commanded to love other human beings. Humans, in this picture, 
were created in God’s image. However broken and spoiled we are now, we 
remain loved by God, who is, at his own cost, in the business of seeking to 
redeem us and transform us into the kinds of persons he intends that we 
should be forever—persons who are his own sons and daughters, persons 
like Jesus. In this picture, each human being has a unique and incalculable 
value—a value that is due to his or her relation to God and God’s purposes.

Glover, on the other hand, rejects that Judaeo-Christian picture, and, 
as I say, he also rejects the thinner doctrine of the sanctity of life. So how 
does he tackle the ethics of life and death? His approach, as I have said, is 
broadly utilitarian. This means, first, that whether something is right or 
wrong depends solely upon its consequences. According to the utilitarian, 
no action, or policy, is right or wrong itself: it is right or wrong solely in 
virtue of its consequences. It follows immediately that killing a human being 
is not wrong just because it is killing a human being. It will be wrong—or 
right, as the case may be—because of its consequences. What is it about 
these consequences that makes killing (or something else) right or wrong? 
The answer is that this is a matter of how much good and bad is found in 
those consequences. When we look ahead and predict the consequences of 
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the killing (as reasonably as we can), and we assess how much good there 
would be in those consequences, and we subtract from that the amount 
of bad there would be in those consequences, what nett total of good is 
there? And, by contrast, what nett total of good would there be if we did 
not perform the killing? Then, as we compare these two amounts, which 
course of action would lead to the greatest nett total of good? That is the 
right course to pursue. For the one moral rule we must follow, according 
to the utilitarian, is this: we must always act in such a way as to bring about 
the greatest amount of good; we must maximise the good.

What is the good that we must look for and maximise? The answer 
given by classical utilitarianism is that the good is happiness, and the bad 
is suffering. Our moral duty is to bring about the greatest amount of hap-
piness (as a nett total—when the suffering is subtracted). Glover’s answer 
to the question “What is the good?” is rather less simple than the classical 
utilitarian’s answer, for he is not sure that everything that we should count 
as good can be clearly connected with happiness. He refers instead to those 
things that contribute to a life worth living, but he does not try to provide a 
list of what those things are. Glover would say that our moral duty is to bring 
about the greatest nett total of those things that make life worth living. In 
discussing this, however, I will sometimes simply use the term “happiness” 
to include whatever might be included amongst those things that make life 
worth living, as Glover would want them to be included.

How does Glover apply all of this to our question about what to do 
with the baby? He points out that there are two sets of consequences that we 
must consider. First, we must consider those matters that directly concern 
the baby’s life. How much good would the baby’s future life contain? Would 
that future individual’s life contain more happiness (or more of those things 
that make life worth living) than suffering, or vice versa? Secondly, we 
need to consider the indirect consequences of killing the baby or keeping 
it alive—that is, the consequences in the lives of other people. Glover calls 
these consequences “side effects”. Here we need to consider whether the 
baby’s death would lead to more suffering than happiness for other people 
involved (the family, friends, medical team, and so on), or vice versa.4

And so, our question about what to do with the baby is, according to 
Glover, to be answered by considering those two matters—first, the direct 
consequences, and secondly, the indirect consequences of killing the baby, 
on the one hand, and of keeping the baby alive, on the other. Of course, in 
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any actual situation it may be a very difficult and complicated matter to 
predict and evaluate those two kinds of consequences. It may be that the 
baby’s future life would contain a complex mixture of happiness and suffer-
ing. It may be that the side effects of taking that life would also involve both 
happiness and suffering. We also need to consider the longer-term social 
consequences of a policy of permitting infanticide and so on. But, if we can 
reasonably predict that the greatest good is to be obtained by taking the 
baby’s life, then it will be permissible, and could perhaps even be obligatory, 
to kill the baby.

This, then, in summary terms, is how Glover’s ethical framework 
applies to our question. Much of it is plausible. Many of us will of course feel 
deep qualms about the fact that it allows us to countenance killing babies. 
We might also worry that by thinking along these lines we will be liable to 
underestimate the value of the lives of people with disability—their value 
to themselves, their value to the rest of us. Still, as I have said, all decent 
people will be concerned about the quality of the baby’s future life and the 
burden of care imposed upon others. And many people will welcome the fact 
that by thinking about life and death along these lines, we are considering 
it in what seem to be reasonable terms. Considering the good and bad that 
is evident in the real, natural world; considering the good and bad that we 
can get some real grip on, and weigh up and rationally assess; considering 
the issue, in particular, without having to be encumbered by unwelcome 
vestiges of an old but now unlamented “religious” tradition.

Nevertheless, I think that Glover’s picture becomes considerably more 
dubious when we probe it yet further and carefully examine its consequences. 
Glover has presented us with an answer to our big question concerning 
the value of human life. What is good about life? What value does it have? 
Simply put, the heart of his answer is that the value of life consists in what 
it contains. Life is not valuable in itself: its value consists in its containing 
those things that make life worth living. Those things are the good, not life 
itself. The value of life is its value only as a container; it is what the container 
contains that matters. But this means that the container doesn’t matter at all 
so long as you can preserve what it contains. Indeed, it doesn’t matter if the 
container gets destroyed so long as you don’t lose the contents. Peter Singer, 
whose view of life and death is broadly the same as Glover’s, puts it like this: 
It “is as if sentient beings are receptacles of something valuable and it does 
not matter if a receptacle gets broken, so long as there is another receptacle 
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to which the contents can be transferred without any getting spilt.”5 And 
as Glover points out, this means that babies are replaceable. As he puts it:

newborn babies . . . are replaceable. It is wrong to kill a 
baby who has a good chance of having a worth-while life, 
but . . . it would not be wrong to kill him if the alternative 
to his existence was the existence of someone else with an 
equally good chance of a life at least as worth-while.6

And to illustrate his point, he goes on to say this:

If a mother is resolved to have exactly one child and no 
more, the death of her first baby may cause her to have 
another. If the second baby has just as good a life as the 
first one would have done, then . . . the death of the first 
baby has not mattered at all.7

What Glover is saying here emerges quite clearly from his ethical frame-
work, and we need to take its significance seriously. He is not only talking 
about babies with a disability here; he is talking about all babies, including 
perfectly healthy babies. He is saying that it is all right to kill a baby so long 
as we can replace it with another one with an equally worthwhile future 
life. The baby’s life, the baby itself, is just the container for future good. The 
container can be destroyed so long as we can keep the same amount of good 
contents. If we do kill the first baby and replace it with an equally promis-
ing second baby then “the death of the first baby has not mattered at all”.

Now, I invite us to consider whether this is acceptable. Do we agree that 
in the imagined situation the death of the first baby has not mattered at all?

This is a question I ask my students. For many years, I have used Glover’s 
writing on infanticide in teaching applied ethics. I help my students to see 
how Glover’s theory operates, and I watch their reactions. As they work 
through the theory, many are uncomfortable about the advocacy of infanti-
cide, and they are suspicious of Glover’s attitude to people with disabilities; 
however, they feel the plausibility of much that he says. But then we get to 
this question: is Glover right to say that if a baby is killed and then replaced 
by another baby then the death of the first baby has not mattered at all? At 
first the students don’t quite understand what he is saying, for they can’t 
believe that he is really saying this. But once they do come to accept that 
this is what he is saying, the typical response is outrage. In all my years of 
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teaching, I have yet to meet a student who is prepared to say that he or she 
agrees with Glover at this point. My students find this consequence of his 
view unacceptable. And I confess that I agree with them.

Now I must also confess that I haven’t yet been quite fair to Glover. 
For what he says on this is qualified, and I have omitted that qualification so 
far. The relevant sentences, including Glover’s qualification, are as follows:

It is wrong to kill a baby who has a good chance of having 
a worth-while life, but in terms of this objection it would 
not be wrong to kill him if the alternative to his existence 
was the existence of someone else with an equally good 
chance of a life at least as worth-while.8

And:

If the second baby has just as good a life as the first one 
would have done, then, in terms of the worth-while life 
objection, the death of the first baby has not mattered at all.9

What does this qualification mean? Glover is concerned here only with 
the direct consequences of killing—consequences involving those matters 
“that relate solely to the person killed”10. And those matters are the amounts 
of happiness and suffering within this life. So, if you can kill the baby pain-
lessly, and replace it with another equally promising baby, then—as far as 
the direct consequences are concerned—the death of the first baby does not 
matter at all, for you retain the same amount of good as would have been 
contained within the life of the first baby. But Glover is not saying that the 
baby’s death does not matter in any way. For in addition to direct conse-
quences there are indirect consequences or side effects—the consequences 
for other people. The first baby’s death may have bad consequences for other 
people, and so it might matter in that way. Indeed, Glover thinks that the 
side effects of infanticide are what can justify our reluctance to accept that 
it is all right to kill babies and replace them.

Now of course killing a baby is likely to have real side effects: the 
parents might suffer grief or at least self-reproach (even if the baby is being 
killed because they don’t want it); the killing could be messy and disgust-
ing; it might cause distress for the medical team appointed to do the killing; 
and so on. But do these factors provide a complete explanation of how the 
first baby’s death could matter? Again, I invite us to consider that question.
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And again, it is a question I put to my students. They are typically 
unimpressed. They reject the suggestion that these factors provide the only 
reason why the death of the first baby matters. Once again, I agree with 
them. And as we go on to discuss the point it is not hard to find arguments 
for saying that this appeal to side effects cannot be a complete explanation.

First, we can perform a little thought experiment. We can imagine 
a situation in which a baby is killed and replaced without there being any 
bad side effects. Suppose, for instance, that the baby’s parents have died, or 
that they are alive but will suffer no grief or discomfort because they don’t 
want the baby and really do want it to die. Further, suppose that the killing 
is carried out by a well-trained clinical team of utilitarians who don’t have 
any feelings of distress, and who can perform the killing cleanly and effi-
ciently. And suppose that the killing is done secretly so that other people 
aren’t distressed or caused to fear the clinical team, and so on. (To frame 
the required hypothetical situation we need only let our imaginations run in 
relevant directions.) Now we have eliminated the bad side effects of killing. 
And as we think about our imagined situation, where the first baby is killed 
and later replaced by a second one, would it now be true to say that the death 
of the first baby does not matter at all—that it does not matter morally, that 
nothing morally wrong or even morally questionable occurs? Again, my 
students reject this suggestion. They think that the right descriptive word 
is still “murder”, and they think that it still carries all the moral weight that 
this word normally carries. Indeed, many of them think that what we are 
contemplating here is worse than what would standardly be described as 
murder, for they feel that there is something especially wrong about killing 
a baby. The fact that the baby is replaced is irrelevant to this evaluation.

That was the first argument. Here’s a second one. We can point out 
that Glover’s appeal to side effects seems to reverse the proper order of the 
logic of the matter. It’s not that killing the baby is a bad thing because the 
parents will grieve or the medical team will be distressed. It’s that the parents 
will grieve and the medical team will be distressed because the killing is a 
bad thing! The morally important side effects are due to the badness of the 
killing, not the other way around.

So, Glover fails to convince us that killing the baby and replacing it 
matters, if it matters at all, only because of its side effects. We find this to 
be an untenable consequence of this theory.
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But it is not the only such consequence. We have seen that he points 
out that if the baby would have a worthwhile future life then this would 
count as an objection to killing the baby. He means, of course, that if you 
killed such a baby, you would be lessening the amount of good in the world, 
and therefore, unless it were replaced (and leaving aside side effects), killing 
it would be wrong. But then he goes on to say that this is a relatively weak 
objection (to use his own words11) for this reason:

even where the worth-while life argument does hold, it is 
no stronger against infanticide than against not conceiv-
ing a child. In either case, there is one less person with a 
worth-while life.12

Glover is noting here that on his theory it is wrong (other things being equal) 
to prevent the good in the baby’s future worthwhile life. But he is pointing 
out that—apart from killing—there is also another way of preventing that 
future good. You prevent that future good by not conceiving the baby in the 
first place—by refraining from sexual activity, or by using contraception. So, 
as far as this consideration is concerned, infanticide, on the one hand, and 
not conceiving a child, on the other, are morally on a par. And this means 
that if it is wrong to kill a baby, then it is just as wrong not to conceive a 
baby. Alternatively, if it is morally acceptable not to conceive a baby, then it 
is just as morally acceptable to kill a baby. (We are assuming that the babies 
we’re talking about can be expected to have a similarly worthwhile life and 
we are leaving side effects out of the picture.)

Is this an acceptable consequence of Glover’s theory? Glover draws 
this consequence to our attention precisely in order to persuade us that 
we should be willing to accept that infanticide is permissible. If we accept 
that it is all right not to conceive a child then—so the argument goes—we 
should similarly accept that it is all right to kill the baby. But once again, my 
students are typically entirely unconvinced. And once again they take this as 
evidence that Glover’s theory has gone off the rails. Of course killing a baby 
is morally different to not conceiving a baby, they say. There’s no moral com-
parison: killing a baby is much worse! And once again, my students’ intuition 
seems quite right. Not conceiving a baby is one thing; killing a baby is quite 
another. And again, this difference is surely not explained merely in terms 
of side effects. In the one case—the killing—there is an individual human 
being who is destroyed. Nothing like that, morally speaking, is happening 
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in the other case—in the not-conceiving; in the not-conceiving of any one 
of the countless merely possible babies that any of us could conceive. Think 
of a man who is not conceiving a child because he is refraining from sexual 
activity. It is true that he could generate a child with this woman now, or 
with this woman not now but a minute later, or two minutes later, or not 
with this woman but with that woman now, or a minute later, or with some 
very remote woman if she were brought into his presence, and so on and 
so forth. These are all instances of not-conceiving, and there is a genuinely 
indefinite number of them, and so  an indefinite number of possible babies 
that our man is not conceiving. What’s true of him is similarly true of most 
of us (or at least was once true of most of us). We are in the business of 
not-conceiving babies nearly all the time. And Glover wants us to believe 
that each time we don’t conceive a baby we are doing something morally on 
a par with killing a baby (apart from side effects). This is surely incorrect. 
The not-conceiving of one of the indefinite number of possible babies we 
could conceive is of a different order to killing an actual baby. The cases are 
not morally on a par.

So, it seems to me that my students are right to reject Glover’s view 
that killing a baby is no worse than not conceiving a baby. This is another 
unacceptable consequence of Glover’s theory.

Thus we have noted two unacceptable consequences. On Glover’s 
theory, if a baby is killed and replaced by another equally promising baby 
then (apart from side effects) the death of the first baby has not mattered at 
all. And secondly, killing a baby is (apart from side effects) no worse than not 
conceiving a baby. As I’ve mentioned, Glover draws our attention to these 
consequences to try to help us to accept his theory and his argument that 
infanticide is permissible. But my students typically take exactly the opposite 
course. They respond not by accepting infanticide but by rejecting Glover’s 
theory. I point out to them that in doing so they are using perfectly logical 
reasoning. The reasoning my students employ is just the same reasoning 
as we employ in science or in ordinary life when we conclude that some 
suggestion or hypothesis or theory is false. If a theory has a consequence 
that is false then the theory must be false.13

If we are indeed right to say that those consequences of Glover’s theory 
are unacceptable, then something interesting seems to follow immediately 
concerning the sanctity of life. Why is it that when a baby is killed but replaced 
its death does matter? Why is it that parents grieve the loss of a baby, even 
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when they go on to have another baby with an equally good life? Because they 
have lost that individual human being. That individual has been lost—that 
little person, that unique child whom they could name, and whose name 
was its own, not anyone else’s. That unique individual has been lost, and 
cannot be replaced. The parents can have other children, but they cannot 
replace that child—that child, who possessed its own unique and precious 
value. Indeed, they may feel that Glover’s talk of replacement, here, is an 
obscene misuse of the word. That precious little child cannot be replaced.

But let us note what follows. If the individual’s loss does matter, even 
though we can retain the amount of good that would have been contained 
within its life, then the individual itself, this life itself, matters, it has value. If 
the destruction of an individual life matters more than the not-conceiving of 
any one of the unnumbered merely possible babies that one could conceive, 
this is, again, because it is the destruction of an actual individual, with its 
own unique value. The individual life matters in itself. It has its own value, 
regardless of what it can contain. We seem, then, to have arrived back 
squarely at the thinner doctrine of the sanctity of life, simply by observing 
where Glover’s theory leads us astray.

Now in drawing these conclusions, the students and I are of course 
relying on our own moral sense, our moral intuitions. That’s what we’re relying 
on in claiming that those consequences of Glover’s theory are unacceptable. 
But there is nothing wrong with this. Philosophers—including Glover—all 
test their theories against their own and other people’s moral intuitions. 
And if we had no moral sense of our own that we could rely upon then we 
would have nothing against which we could assess the basic assumptions of 
any moral theory. Glover, and others, are of course proposing their moral 
theory on the grounds that its basic tenets square with what our moral 
sense tells us. We are all, all the time, appealing to the deliverances of our 
own moral sense.

In response to our arguments against him, Glover will have no objection 
to our appeal to intuitions. And he certainly won’t dispute the validity of 
our reasoning. He agrees that those are consequences of his theory. Indeed, 
he drew them to our attention. And he agrees that if those consequences 
are false then his theory is false. But he disagrees that those consequences 
are false. He accepts them. He believes his theory, so he embraces those 
consequences.14 We believe that those consequences are unacceptable, so 
we reject his theory. And in our rejection of the consequences of his theory 
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we appear to have accepted once again the thinner doctrine of the sanctity 
of life. That’s the state of play in the discussion so far.

All the same, I have still not been entirely fair to Glover. For he has 
further argument for his theory, or at least for that part of his theory which 
denies the sanctity of life. He invites us to join him in some thought experi-
ments to test the idea that life is valuable not just because of the good things 
it can contain, but is valuable in itself.15 The first thought experiment is this: 
Imagine two different situations—one where you have died (and ceased to 
exist), the other where you remain in a permanent coma. The only differ-
ence between those situations is that in one of them you’re alive but in the 
other you’re not. Now, Glover asks, is there any reason to prefer the per-
manent coma to death? No there’s not, he feels. And this shows that there’s 
no value to be attached to mere life, to simply being alive. Suppose, then, 
that someone responds to this argument by claiming that it’s not mere life 
which is valuable in itself, but conscious life. Glover responds with a revised 
thought experiment. Consider a different pair of situations. The first, once 
again, is a situation in which you have died. The second is a situation in 
which you are conscious, but merely conscious—nothing else. You have no 
emotional responses to anything, and you can’t take an interest in anything. 
As Glover puts it, the conscious being in this situation “cannot be pleased 
or sorry or in pain; it cannot be interested or bored; it is merely aware of 
its environment.”16 Glover feels that there is no reason to prefer this second 
situation to the first. So, he concludes that there is nothing intrinsically 
valuable about merely conscious life. And so he rejects the doctrine of the 
sanctity of life. He concludes that life, even conscious life, is valuable not in 
itself but only because of what it can contain.

We could wrestle with these thought experiments for some time, but 
the point to be noted here is that they do not provide for Glover a decisive 
argument against the doctrine of the sanctity of life. I think that his thought 
experiments do cause us to wonder about the value of genuinely bare, genu-
inely empty life. But this doesn’t show that human life doesn’t have a value 
more fundamental than, and not dependent upon, what it naturally contains. 
For instance, it doesn’t show that Mother Teresa’s picture of the value of 
life is false. On that picture, each individual life has its own incalculable 
value, however broken or degraded or empty it may naturally be. It is true 
that, strictly speaking, life is not, on that picture, intrinsically valuable, for 
its value is due to its relation to God—to God’s purposes for it, and God’s 
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valuation of it. But its value is not dependent on what Glover believes gives 
life its only value—the worthwhile things that it can naturally contain. Its 
value transcends the natural.

A limited analogy may help. Suppose that a particularly precious 
diamond, one of the crown jewels, gets lost and I stumble upon it. I know 
nothing of the crown jewels or even of diamonds. I pick up this object 
and inspect it. I may quite like the look of it. But once I have grown tired 
of looking at it and carting it around, and seeing no other value in it, I am 
inclined to throw it away. Is my valuation of it correct? Am I acting in a 
way that is consistent with its real value? Of course not. I cannot appreciate 
this object’s real value just by looking at it. I cannot see that it was acquired 
at enormous cost, that it would be recovered at enormous cost, that it has 
been fashioned to take its part within a beautifully designed, splendid, and 
immensely precious collection. Its enormous value transcends what I, in 
my ignorance, can see.

It seems to me that Glover’s thought experiments are as reliable a test 
of the value of life as my ignorant consideration of the diamond is a reliable 
valuation of the diamond. So I am not persuaded by his further arguments 
for his theory, insofar as it entails the denial of the sanctity of life. And with 
my students, I remain convinced that we have identified unacceptable con-
sequences of his theory (that therefore show his theory is false).

Should we therefore accept Mother Teresa’s picture of the value of life? 
Not quite. That conclusion would be too swift—at least given our discussion 
so far. It is true that we feel that each human life has its own value regardless 
of its natural contents. And this is consistent with Mother Teresa’s picture. 
Indeed, it is one of the consequences of that picture. But this does not justify 
us in concluding that Mother Teresa’s picture must be true. False theories 
can have consequences that happen to be true.17 Mother Teresa’s picture may 
not be the only possible theory that can account for the thinner version of 
the doctrine of the sanctity of life. Nevertheless, her picture might provide 
the best explanation of the fact that each life has its own individual value. 
Perhaps what is going on here is that when we reject those consequences 
of Glover’s theory, we are intuitively sensing something that is true because 
Mother Teresa’s picture is true. In that case, our intuitions concerning 
Glover’s theory would be what we might call “signals of transcendence”, to 
borrow Peter Berger’s phrase.18
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That is a possibility which deserves serious examination. Now of course 
Mother Teresa, and the innumerable others who share her beliefs, do not 
only believe their picture because it provides the best explanation of their 
intuitions about the value of each individual. They believe their picture on 
many other grounds, and because of that they accept the doctrine of the 
sanctity of life—though they may well find that their intuitions about the 
value of each individual serve to confirm the picture they have accepted. 
And because they have many grounds for accepting their picture, they would 
urge us to examine those grounds—the historical, theological, philosophical, 
and personal grounds for believing the Judaeo-Christian story to be true. 
They would say that when we recognise the strength of those grounds, we 
will also recognise, by implication, why life is peculiarly valuable. And if 
they stand a decent chance of being right about this, then the course they 
advise will be the prudent course to pursue, for it will enable us to draw a 
clear and proper conclusion about the value of life—and about countless 
other important questions.

Peter Singer stresses that Christianity introduced the doctrine of the 
sanctity of life into the world.19 He wants us to understand that infanticide 
was common, indeed sometimes obligatory, in the Graeco-Roman world 
and in many other cultures. Historians inform me that he is right about this. 
Singer wants this fact to help us to embrace infanticide. He regards this as a 
reason why we can forget our qualms about killing babies with disabilities: 
we can give up our opposition to infanticide because we have given up our 
adherence to Christianity. That, as we have noticed, is one direction that 
the reasoning can travel. But if we feel that we are right in rejecting the con-
sequences of Glover’s and Singer’s theory, we will pursue our reasoning in 
the opposite direction. And we will be grateful for the fact that Christianity 
has endorsed what our intuitions suggest is true—and thankful that it has 
thereby afforded protection to countless babies who would otherwise have 
perished, just as we can be thankful that it moved cultures to give up human 
sacrifice, and the glorification of suicide, and slavery, and the enjoyment 
in watching people slaughter one another in the arena. We can be grateful 
that it moved people to establish hospitals and care for the sick—care for 
human life, however damaged or diseased or deranged or weak or helpless. 
We can be grateful that it moved people to set up various other compassion-
ate, charitable organisations, extending care to orphans, to the aged, and to 
others in need; and for the fact that it provided a comfortable intellectual 
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home for a whole cluster of human rights. I, for one, am immensely grateful 
that the Christian picture not only persuaded people of the truth of the value 
of human life, however imperfect that life is, but also moved those people 
to act as they believed.

And that brings me to a final point I wish to make about Mother Teresa. 
When I read the writings of the utilitarian philosophers I don’t feel particu-
larly inspired to go out and care for people whose lives are damaged. It could 
of course be said in reply that this is not the purpose of those writings. But 
when I observe Mother Teresa, and the numerous others who follow her 
path and do similar work, I do feel inspired. And I am by no means alone. 
Why is this? We are inspired by the love that we observe at work. And this 
love, if I may say so, is rather unnatural. Caring for radically compromised 
human life does not come entirely naturally, and it certainly does not 
come easily. Ask any nurse how easy it is to persist in the relentless grind 
of caring for the profoundly disabled or demented. Yet Mother Teresa did 
it and others do it with evident and persistent love. They would claim that 
this love comes to them from God. And if what they believe is true, then 
this is exactly what we would expect. For then they would be enabled to see 
each human life, however disabled or deformed, as God sees it, as the life 
of an individual of incalculable value, and they would be empowered by a 
love that exceeds what their own natural resources can provide. I must say 
that it is very hard for me to imagine a better explanation of the love that 
they demonstrate. And so, I suggest, it too is a signal of transcendence—a 
pointer towards the truth of the picture that moves them to act.

I close this discussion by noting various questions. The critical reader 
will wish to reflect carefully upon whether our intuitions about Glover’s 
theory are correct. And if they are correct, does Christianity provide the 
best explanation of their truth? Glover, Singer, and many of my philosophi-
cal colleagues do not like that possibility one bit. But their dislike is not an 
argument. And, as I have argued elsewhere, they ought to reconsider their 
very strong wish, their hope, that the Christian story is false, for we ought 
rather to hope that it is true.20 But that is another discussion.

But then there is a further sobering question: If our intuitions are correct, 
how safe are they? Various cultures have done without them; various philo-
sophical theories urge their abandonment. Can they be sustained without 
the Christian belief for which Singer blames them? Can the wonderful 
historical fruits born from that Christian outlook survive its displacement 
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in modern culture? And there are also other questions. If we should accept 
the sanctity of life, what are the limits of the life that falls under its scope? 
What value ought we attach to human life in its very early development, or 
to human life that is fading away, or to non-human life? There is plenty of 
room, in other words, for further discussion.

Endnotes

1 Charles Sturt University invited me to give this lecture at Port Macquarie 
in September 2017 as part of the University’s Explorations series of Public 
Lectures. I am grateful to the university for the invitation.

2 “Utilitarian” is a technical term in philosophy that is explained later in the 
article.

3 Jonathan Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1977). Chapters 3, 8 and 12 are the parts of the book most relevant 
to this discussion. What Glover said in Causing Death and Saving Lives 
has no doubt been refined and developed in his later work, and there has 
been a good deal of wider scholarly discussion of his ideas. I will not try to 
engage with any of that in this article. I am not trying to provide a scholarly 
overview of the topic, but a comparison (for a wide audience) between 
two kinds of position, and Glover’s 1977 ideas represent, for our purposes, 
a particularly clear and influential instance of one of those kinds. Indeed, 
Glover’s book remains a definitive presentation of his kind of position. 
As will be seen, my criticisms of Glover’s view focus on consequences 
emerging from the core of his theory, and so they are criticisms that apply 
to any position of that general kind.

4 In his general discussion of the ethics of killing, Glover introduces a third 
consideration: he believes that when we’re considering whether someone’s 
life ought to go on, we should also consider whether that persons wants to 
go on living. In other words, we ought to respect that person’s autonomy. 
But Glover points out that babies cannot understand that choice between 
death and life, so they cannot have a preference here one way or the 
other, and so the question of respect for their autonomy cannot arise. 
And so, he says, this consideration falls out of the picture when we’re 
discussing infanticide. This is one of the many points where Glover’s 
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theory can be challenged. Let us grant that infants are now conceptually 
unable to entertain a preference concerning ongoing life or death. But 
is there nevertheless not a sense in which we can ask what they would 
prefer? Consider a man in a coma who has a real prospect of recovering 
consciousness. He is unable now to entertain any preference, so we cannot 
sensibly ask whether he does now prefer to go on living or to die. But we 
can sensibly ask what he would prefer, and we can work towards an actual 
answer to that question by asking whether, if we now kept him alive, he 
would be disappointed or grateful, once he had regained consciousness, 
that we had kept him alive. And by considering his future prospects, we 
may have good grounds for a reasonable answer to that question. Indeed, 
this is surely a question that we should be ready to ask. But now, isn’t that 
case parallel in relevant respects to the case of an infant? So, isn’t Glover 
wrong to hold that the question of respect for autonomy simply does not 
arise in the case of an infant?

5 Peter Singer, Practical Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1979), 100. Singer was a student at Glover’s seminars at Oxford. Singer 
takes the replaceability of sentient life to apply to merely human, that is, 
non-personal, life. He regards human infants as possessing non-personal 
life because they are not self-conscious, autonomous individuals. Singer 
discusses Glover’s influence on his own work in Benoit Basse, “An Interview 
with Peter Singer on Jonathan Glover and the Ethics of Killing,” Canadian 
Journal of Bioethics 2, no. 1 (2019): 77–83.

6 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 159.
7 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 159.
8 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 159 (Glover’s emphasis).
9 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 159.
10 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 40.
11 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 162–3.
12 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 162–3.
13 In case the reader wishes to check this reasoning, let me set it out in simple 

summary terms. Suppose that some hypothesis or theory is suggested 
(I’ll use the vague and loose term “theory”). Let’s call that theory T. And 
suppose that we can see that T would have a certain consequence—call it 
C. This means that if T is true then C is true. Now suppose that we look at 
the relevant facts and we find that C is false. Then we can perfectly properly 
conclude that T must also be false. If T has a consequence that is false, then 
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T is false. The reasoning here is given the name Modus Tollens by logicians, 
and it can be set out, in its premises and conclusion, as follows:

If T then C
Not C
Therefore:
Not T

This is what we call a valid piece of reasoning: if the premises are true then 
the conclusion must also be true. We can see this in any possible case. For 
instance, suppose that I’m wondering whether it’s been raining while I’ve 
been inside (T). And suppose that it occurs to me that if it’s been raining 
then the grass will now be wet (If T then C). And suppose that I’m right 
about this. Now suppose that I go outside and look at the grass, and lo and 
behold, it’s not wet (Not C). Then I can correctly conclude that it’s not been 
raining (Not T). We can insert those propositions into the form of Modus 
Tollens above and see that the conclusion must be true (supposing that the 
premises are true).
And similarly, suppose T is Glover’s theory—what he is saying about life 
and death and what’s good and bad and so on:

T = Glover’s theory.
We have noted two consequences of his theory:

C1 = If a baby is killed and replaced by another one with an equally 
worthwhile life then (apart from side-effects) the death of the first 
baby has not mattered at all.

and
C2 = Killing a baby is (apart from side-effects) no worse than not 
conceiving a baby.

Because these are consequences of Glover’s theory, it is true that:
If T then C1

and
If T then C2.

But we have concluded that C1 and C2 are both unacceptable; they are 
false.
So we have:

Not C1
and

Not C2.
And so we now have the premises for two versions of Modus Tollens:



43

The value of human life

If T then C1
Not C1
Therefore:
Not T
and
If T then C2
Not C2
Therefore
Not T

Each argument is valid—that is to say that if its premises are true then its 
conclusion is true. And each argument, we have argued, does have true 
premises. So, we have two separate, sound arguments, each showing that 
Glover’s theory is false.

14 To use the terms set out in the previous note, Glover’s reasoning takes this 
form:

If T then C
T
Therefore
C

That reasoning is valid. The argument form is called Modus Ponens.
15 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 45–50.
16 Glover, Causing Death and Saving Lives, 47.
17 Reasoning from the truth of a consequence of a theory to the truth of the 

theory is an oft-committed fallacy. It has this form (following previous 
notes):

If T then C
C
Therefore
T

That argument form is invalid: the premises could be true without the 
conclusion being true. Consider the earlier case. Perhaps it is true that if 
it’s been raining while I’ve been inside then the grass is now wet, and it 
is true that the grass is now wet. But it need not be the case that it’s been 
raining. Perhaps the sprinklers have been on, or there is some other cause 
of the wetness of the grass . . . However, let us note for what follows that it 
could still be the case that rain provides the best explanation of the fact that 
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the grass is now wet. (The reasoning in support of an explanation is not 
deductively valid, but it can nevertheless be strong.)

18 Peter Berger famously employed the term “signals of transcendence” in 
his book A Rumor of Angels: Modern Society and the Rediscovery of the 
Supernatural (New York: Doubleday, 1969). There he argued that various 
human phenomena—our propensity to trust that there is order, our joy 
in play, our propensity to hope, our sense that unspeakable crimes cry 
out for damnation, and our experience of humour—cannot be adequately 
accounted for in merely natural terms but point towards the supernatural. 
I do not know whether Berger would have endorsed my suggestion that 
our sense of the sanctity of life is another signal of transcendence, but I 
think that I use the phrase in his sense. Berger did not seek to analyse in 
any depth the logic of what he refers to by the term, but many of his readers 
have felt its intuitive force, and, as I mention, it seems to me that what he 
is proposing is most clearly understood as an instance of inference to the 
best explanation—that is to say, that each human phenomenon to which he 
appeals (play, humour, etc.) is best explained by an hypothesis concerning 
the supernatural (though the inference is no doubt conditioned and 
complicated in various ways by subjective influences).

19 Singer, Practical Ethics, 77–8, 125.
20 G. R. McLean, “Antipathy to God”, Sophia: International Journal of 

Philosophy and Traditions 54, no. 1 (April 2015): 13–24.


