
 

 

Intrinsic Value Of Human Life 

 Human life has intrinsic value, and that can be seen in the use of capital punishment in 

the Bible, the separation of charges of murder and manslaughter, and the disastrous effects of 

dehumanizing any part of humanity. 

 Dehumanization of any part of humanity often leads to genocide. Genocide can be 

religious (Holocaust, Armenian Genocide), ethnic (Rwandan Genocide, “Ethnic Cleansing” 

during the breakup of Yugoslavia), or political (Stalin’s purges). These all started with one group 

claiming the other was inferior or lashing out at the other with little to no justification. The 

Srebrenica massacre is an effect of dehumanizing humanity. By 1995, Bosnia and Serbia were at 

war. “The town of Srebrenica, Bosnia, was declared a UN safe area in 1993” (Smith). It was a 

haven for Bosniaks, Bosnian Muslims, who were fighting the Bosnian Serbs. The Serbs viewed 

the Bosniaks as inhuman simply because they were of a different ethnicity and religion. The 

Serbs violated the UN safe area and massacred over 7000 Bosniak men and boys. “The West had 

already wanted a cease fire” (Smith), but failure to recognize each other’s right to their won 

nations prolonged the Balkan conflict and led to the massacre. The Bosniaks were just a disease 

to get rid of to the Serbs. 

 “When others are framed as something other than human, the dehumanizer challenges 

several parts of the individuals or communities identity. Providing a moral reason for 

discrimination and morally severs the abused from the abusers concept of humanity” (Aniusuka, 

2015). This manifests itself in a slow moral degradation for both the abusers and the victims. A 

society may begin classifying itself into several groups based on an us versus them mentality. 

Symbolization will then generally only result in genocide if it is accompanied by hatred. This 

explains why the Holocaust was more deadly in Germany than it was in Denmark. 



 

 

Discrimination can be defined as “a dominant group uses law, custom, and political power to 

deny the rights of other groups” (Stanton, 1998). A group who should be protected by law no 

longer has that protection. Outright dehumanization is where one group views another as “less 

than human.” At this point, the dehumanized group has no rights and all damage done is justified 

in the minds of the oppressors. Plans are then made to prepare for the genocide. The groups are 

driven apart. Moderates, members of the dominant group who are publicly or privately opposed 

to the discrimination, are killed or scared into silence. The oppressors make sure no internal 

defense can be mounted. An internal military buildup is conducted in the final stages of 

preparation. The only goal of genocide is exterminating those that have been dehumanized. The 

first acts of genocide are separation for less immediate killing (Armenians being marched into 

the desert without food or water). This is not a result of mercy; rather it is an attempt to hide the 

genocide from the outside world (Nazis hiding concentration camps from foreign powers and 

concealing their purpose from citizens who may have been opposed to the idea). Extermination 

is the stage for the legal term genocide. “It is extermination to the killers because they do not 

believe their victims to be fully human” (Stanton, 1998). The survivors of the dehumanized 

group may retaliate against the oppressors or a third group. The effect of dehumanizing the first 

group becomes dehumanization of the second. “Denial is the tenth stage that always follows 

genocide” (Stanton, 1998). Turkey’s denial of the Armenian Genocide and the Empire of Japan’s  

denial of the Rape of Nanking are just a couple of examples of denial. Denial involves coverups 

that take on many forms. Denial can continue in an emotional manner for decades. The two 

groups involved may be polarized forever. “Meaning was proposed by the overlapping function 

of dehumanization for perpetrators, as shown in the literature on perpetrators and 

dehumanization that acknowledged the phenomenon as a means to justify abuse, and for the 



 

 

victims who used non-human references to show how as humans they were treated and lived as 

non-humans, and to justify behavior that was morally reprehensible outside of the camp 

environment” (Aniusuka, 2015).  

 The ethics of capital punishment have been debated for many years; however, the Bible is 

clear on the matter. Genesis 9:6 states, “Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man his blood shall be 

shed; for in the image of God He made man” (NKJV). A man who kills another man is to be put 

to death. This answer raises the question is why does manslaughter exist as a punishment? The 

simple answer is that God is a just God. The more complex answer can be found in the trials 

following the Boston Massacre. On March 5, 1770, nine British soldiers fired on a mob of 

colonists in Boston. Five colonists were killed. John Adams, despite being a patriot, was the 

lawyer who defended the soldiers. Two separate trials were conducted. One for Captain Thomas 

Preston and one for the other eight soldiers. Preston was acquitted as testimony proved he did not 

give the order to fire. “After all, Preston was never accused of shooting at the crowd himself” 

(John, 2012). If Preston did not order the men to fire, why did they fire? “The prosecutors only 

had to prove that one of the soldiers had fired with malice and intent to kill. All the soldiers 

would then be equally guilty of murder and would hang” (John, 2012). God is just, and He 

knows that some killings are out of self-defense. Unintentional killing or killing out of self-

defense is manslaughter. Adams, therefore, had to prove there was no intent to kill. The mob had 

shouted at the soldiers and hurled rocks, ice, and oyster shells at them. The first soldier to fire 

was Prvt. Montgomery. Adams stated, “He was knocked down at his station. Had he not reason 

to think his life in danger” (John, 2012)? Prvts. Montgomery and Killroy were found guilty of 

manslaughter and branded on the thumb with an M. The other soldiers were found innocent. 



 

 

Prvt. Montgomery had fired out of self-defense; the other soldiers fired because they thought 

they had been ordered to not because they intended to kill. 

 The inherent value of human life can be seen in the disastrous effects of dehumanization, 

the Bible’s provision for capital punishment, and the differences between murder and 

manslaughter. Knowing that human life has value and having good ethics is a key to preventing 

the loss of human life. 
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