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Abstract
The doctrine of the sanctity of life is usually understood narrowly, in contemporary academic debates, in Western countries, to imply that both abortion and euthanasia are forbidden. The doctrine is also usually understood, as an article of religious faith and, as such, not amenable to debate. However, the doctrine, or some version of it, is shared by many religious traditions and not all interpret it the same way. Also, there are dissenting voices in the West, such as Ronald Dworkin, who argued in Life’s Dominion (1993), that many pro-abortion and pro-euthanasia liberals accept a variant of the doctrine of the sanctity of life.

I’ll argue that the sanctity of life is not conceptually distinct from other forms of the sacred, such as the sanctity of a church, of a holy artifact, or of values that may be regarded as sacred, such as liberty. I’ll look at what studies of ‘sacred values’ from psychology, neuroscience and anthropology tell us about the propensity of sacred values to vary over time and place. I’ll then defend an updated version of Dworkin’s view about the sanctity of life. I’ll consider the possibility of compromise over the sanctity of life and I’ll argue that this is possible. Also, I’ll consider the possibility of persuading people who accept that life is sacred to tolerate different views of the sanctity of life and I’ll argue that, while this is not impossible, there are distinct limits to the scope for potential compromise.
