Autopsy with Christian and Islamic Traditions

Within both the Christian and Islamic traditions, there is a multitude of ways in which they can draw guidance in order to help them make informed ethical decisions in their day-to-day life. This essay will cover how both traditions deal with the ethical implications regarding autopsy and how they use the materials available to them in order to make the ethical decision of if it is something that can be carried out in either of the traditions. It should be mentioned at this point that not everyone in one religion will agree on a particular viewpoint,. This is because there are multiple different schools of thought in both traditions; however, the essay will use generalised views widely accepted by most people within the tradition. 
‘A post-mortem examination, also known as an autopsy, this is the examination of a body after death’ (NHS Choices, 2023). This examination of the body can be done for many different reasons, such as in order to uncover the cause of death, for example, in police investigations of suspected murder or in cases of scientific research to understand disease progression or the human body better. There is also the Anatomicalor academic autopsies which ‘are performed by students of anatomy for study purpose’. (Dr. Nithin Jayan, 2016) these are most commonly performed on volunteers who have consented to the use of their body before their death.  
 These different types of autopsy happen under different circumstances, as is the case of the academic autopsies not always entirely compulsory, so this makes it difficult to have one overarching stance for autopsies that can apply all of the time for every case. This is the main focus of the essay. To look at how the Christian and Islamic traditions handle the various circumstances that an ethical dilemma can present itself in and how they use the materials of their religion to make the decision. It will also showcase that while both religions can sometimes share opinions, it does not mean that the methods by which those opinions were reached are in any way the same. 
For the Islamic Tradition, the importance of scripture is something that has great emphasis on as it is seen as the direct word from God; however, its limitations lie in the fact that it is heavily set in the context it was written in. That context was a time when the issues of autopsies were not prevalent, so as such, there is no direct teaching on the matter. This then leaves them to use other means, such as reason, in order to take what teachings there are in the Qur’an and Hadith and apply the principles to make the decision. The preservation of life is a fundamental teaching within the Islamic Tradition; this is seen in the Qur’an Al-Ma’idah 5:3 ‘But whoever is compelled by extreme hunger—not intending to sin—then surely Allah is All-Forgiving, Most Merciful.’ This quote highlights a few things for Muslims. Firstly intention does come into consideration when making ethical decisions, as Allah is forgiving. If the intention was not malicious and the action was unavoidable or the lesser of the two evils, then it should not be punished. Secondly, for the preservation of life, one should be able to do actions that, in typical situations, would be seen as sin if it means that one’s own life or another life will be saved. This is because life ‘is sacred and one of the greatest gifts and blessings of God’ (Shomali, 2008), so as life is a blessing from God, if one took that life away, it would be going against God and would be a crime against Allah. This strong stance of believing saving a human life is something that can and has to be a primary consideration in situations which, a first glance, may seem as though it should not be permissible. In the case of Autopsies, if one were to take the stance that the preservation of life was the top priority, then some form of autopsies would be permissible as long as the intention was clear and only to save more people’s lives. For example, in the case of an autopsy for the continued study of a disease which is proving to be deadly to those that contract it, it would be morally permissible to perform the autopsy. As by performing that act, it has the potential of uncovering a way to treat said disease, which then would mean saving the lives of all the feature patients. For the Islamic tradition, they have taken a fundamental teaching for the Qur’an and then used reason in order to relate that teaching to the situation they have found themselves in. On the other hand, if you take the preservation of life as the only thing that matters when making an ethical decision, then other forms of autopsies would not be permissible. For example, autopsies students perform in order to learn the skill and learn anatomy are arguably not done for the purpose of preserving someone’s life as other alternatives can be used, so as such should be.
This is because when making ethical decisions, there is not just one moral principle in action at once; it is about which one will take precedence over the others. In the Islamic tradition, there is also a big emphasis on doing no harm to people and the sanctity of the human. This is because life is a gift from God and, as such, is unique, so it should be treated as such. This is the case even after death as ‘The Prophet (Allah bless him and give him peace) said: “Breaking the bone of a dead person is similar (in sin) to breaking the bone of a living person.” [Abu Dawud]’ (Manzoor, 2022). So, while the preservation of human life is an important aspect, it is essential for Muslims not to forget that in order to preserve human life through autopsy, one must first technically cause harm to a dead person. Which as seen in the quote above, the dead and alive bodies are on the same level, so if you were to cut up a dead body, it would be on the same level of sin as doing it to an alive person. This Sin is great as’ whoever slays a soul, unless it is for manslaughter or for mischief in the land, it is as though he slew all men; and whoever keeps it alive, it is as though he kept alive all men’(Qur’an: 5: 32 (Shomali, 2008)) if you kill someone is a direct insult to all of humanity as well as Allah himself as he Is the one who has given life as a gift. To kill that gift is to mean that one does not respect or apricate it or the person ( in this case, God) who has given it. This is the same for the harm to the body, then. So if someone goes and intentionally mutilates a body which is what happens in an autopsy, it is not only an insult to the person you are doing it to but also to all of humanity and God. This is because you are intentionally hurting and destroying God's most remarkable creation. This is also made worse by the fact that the person who is being harmed is dead and, therefore, is unable to fight back or defend themselves. In the case of autopsies, even if they had a strong aversion to getting one done religious law or practice would not outway the law of the country where this could be happening. Especially if an autopsy were included in a legal case, it would become unavoidable. 
This causes significant problems with autopsy; however, ‘This issue was discussed by the Islamic Fiqh Academy of Makkah Mukarrama in October of 1987’(Manzoor, 2022); as for the Islamic tradition, there is more the scripture and reason in order to understand what to do when faced with dilemmas. 
The Islamic Fiqh Academy of Makkah Mukarrama is; ‘entrusted with elucidating the rulings and provisions of Shariah on issues of concern to Muslims around the world, in full independence and based on the Holy Quran and the Noble Sunnah of the Prophet’(International Islamic Fiqh Academy, 2022). These academies are essential for the Islamic Tradition as they give Muslims answers to modern-day problems which would not be covered in the scripture and help them see what the best response would be. This helps avoid faulty reasoning as it is not just one person using the scripture to help justify what actions they need to justify. It is multiple highly educated people giving advice based on what is actually written and practised within the community. In the case of an autopsy, the academy has seen that they are permissible as long as they are done in such a way that the respect of the dead is of the utmost importance as even though the body is dead, they are still one of God creation and so is still special so they are only cut the amount that is necessary and are still given the proper burial which includes being ‘buried in a respected place and the direction of mecca must be observed’(Shomali, 2008). 
The main issue with Autopsy is between the conflict with wanting to uphold the ethical principle of the preservation of life as well as wanting to uphold the principle of the sanctity of life and respect for the dead. This then leaves the decision down to the individual as the scholars have said it is permissible but not mainly seen as a good thing, and the scriptures do not directly cover the issue, so much like most ethical dilemmas, it is down to what the individual person puts more importance into.
For the Christian Tradition, there is less focus on their primary scriptures as something that has rules that must be followed or to tell them what to do. That being said, it is still an essential guiding aspect to their life as the stories in their share light into what God acted like and how they are meant to act according to his wishes. Much like the Islamic Tradition, the Bible does not directly cover the issue of abortion, which means Christians need to take these teaching, such as those on the handling of the dead and the preservation of human life and apply them to the issue that is causing moral problems. 
The general consensus from the Bible is that the human body is God's creation, so as such, it is uniquely divine, and each one is special. This, like the Islamic Tradition, can cause some problems when looking at an autopsy; in order to do an autopsy, one must cut up and, in some cases, dissect a human body which is an issue as the human body is sacred. That being said, Christians believe that death is when the soul leaves the body based on the Biblical passages "...the body without the spirit is dead..." (James 2:26)’ (Weaver, 2022). This can be taken as that the body is the earthly housing for the spirit, which is what God made, so while the body should still be treated with respect as it was once what held the spirit, the body itself is not immortal so as such can be used in the way which will help others. That being said, Genesis 1:26 it is states, ‘Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness’(Genesis 1:26Bible.com, 2023). This, for many Christians, brings up issues of bodily mutilation, and it is a crime against God’s gift. This is because if we are made in God's image and then intentionally mutilate his creations, then that is the same as mutilating God. This argument of not harming God's creation is also seen again in Romans 13:10, in which it is stated, ‘Love does no harm to a neighbour. Therefore, love is the fulfilment of the law’ (Romans 13:10 Bible.com, 2023). This tells Christians to do no harm, so by performing autopsies, one would be doing harm to the body, which can be seen as a sacred gift from God. However, this once again brings up the argument of intent and prioritisation of moral principles. As if the intention was to perform the autopsy as a way to help people, then would it still be a sin to bring intentional harm to this body?
When facing these types of ethical dilemmas, if someone was just using the scripture and their own reason, it can be easy to convince themselves either way on a particular stance, so it is crucial for them to also look at the teachings of the Church or the Pope, In the Catechism of the Catholic Church number 2301 states that ‘Autopsies can be morally permitted for legal inquests or scientific research. The free gift of organs after death is legitimate and can be meritorious. (Fr. Reto Nay, 2023) this gives a clear answer for followers of the catholic church that autopsies are ok. This is because by allowing autopsies, it can be seen as you doing an act of charity as your body is being used in a way that is helping people. That can be either through the further advancement of scientific research or by bringing someone to justice. 
The overall general consensus is that there is nothing inherently wrong with having or performing an autopsy, as the Bible does not have any strong guidance regarding this issue.  Most christens believe that once the spirit has left the body, then if you are able to help out someone with your body being used for an autopsy, then that would be the most loving and charitable thing to do. Mainly because there are ‘Recorded autopsies date back to as early as 1533, when the Catholic Church ordered for an examination on a conjoined set of twins who passed away shortly after birth’. (Pemberton, 2016) they performed this because they wanted to confirm if the conjoined twins had one soul or two. They were determined to have two souls due to them having two sets of origins, so for the catholic tradition, this is something that has been part of the development of their tradition. This means that for a lot of Catholics, it is not an ethical dilemma. It is what should be done if it means it can help further scientific research and help people. 
In conclusion, the ethical issue of Autopsies is something that is generally accepted and practised within the Christian tradition and seen as something that gives you merit. In contrast, it is seen as a necessary evil within the Islamic tradition and something that has to be done for the better benefit of others; however, it should be avoided if possible. If not possible should be done in a particular way not to break too many other moral principles and disrespect the dead more than necessary.
Throughout this, it has also shown that both Christianity and Islamic traditions go through similar processes in order to get an answer to the moral dilemma. They both go to the scriptures to see if there are any direct teachings. This is often not the case due to all of the scriptures being written before a lot of modern problems would be problems, so then they move onto using the overarching teachings such as the preservation of life and scanty of a human being in order to apply it to the problem. As seen, the autopsies have a chance to save human lives, and there become necessary. As for Islam, when stuck in an ethical dilemma, one must choose the one that does the least amount of damage. They both also go to leading scholars and establishments to see if this matter has been thought out by the scholars. Then relate that back to their own reasoning and what they have been taught in their own context. This is because religion is now global, so what may be true in one country might not be valid for the life in another country. It is a combination of all of these methods which allows people of both of these traditions to come to conclusions on what to do regarding various ethical dilemmas. 
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