
Significant Medical Ethical Issues Associated with Muslims in the UK

By A. K. Rahman, 10th January 2018


Islam & Medical Ethics
Islam places great emphasis on moral virtues and as a result early Muslim physicians had placed great emphasis on ethical principles in the course of their medical practice. It was Razi (865-925 A.D.), one of the earliest physicians in Iran, who strictly committed to the principles of medical ethics, Bagheri (2005). Virtually all of the Muslim physicians in the medieval period would allocate parts of their books to medical ethics, outlining the personal characteristics required of a physician and his obligation to the patient, Larijani & Zahedi (2006). A comprehensive study of medical ethics in Islam, giving both a historical history of the subject as well as examining some of the complex issues faced by the modern medical profession today, is provided by Yacoub (2013). Some of the issues discussed by Yacoub from an Islamic perspective are listed below. Although these issues are all relevant to  Muslims living in the UK the first two are discussed briefly in this article as these are considered to be of having the most immediate relevancy.

i) 	Post Mortem Examinations
ii) 	Transplantations
ii) 	Prevention and Termination of Pregnancy
iii)	Euthanasia
iv)	Liability of Medical Practitioners
v)	Reproduction & Cloning





Post Mortem (Autopsy) Examinations
In Western medical practice the post-mortem examination of a body, to determine the cause of death, is common practice. The process is also used to obtain additional scientific information on certain diseases. It also helps to provide training of medical students, Rispler-Chaim (1993). However, the process presents a number ethical dilemmas as it’s invasiveness is seen as a desecration of the body. Also, as Sharia encourages the body to be buried as soon as possible after death, this provides the main reason for not readily accepting this practice by Muslims. Furthermore, in the UK Muslim burial centres and Mosques provide guidance on Islamic Burial rituals, emphasising to adhere with the principles of Sharia for a quick burial. For example the guidance given by the Garden of Peace Muslim Cemetery (2005) reminds the Muslim of the ruling;
 “In accordance with Sharee'ah, burial should not be delayed on any account or for the arrival of family members or for any other reason”.

As post-mortem is a modern practice the medical ethics under Islamic law was not recognised prior to the 20th century, and therefore no discussion exists on this subject. However, modern scholars recognise the need to review this subject and one of the first fatwa’s offered was by the Egyptian scholar Rashid Rida in 1910, entitled “Postmortem Examinations and the Postponement of Burial”, Burton (2012). The main reason for giving this fatwa was to allow an official medical examination to eliminate the risk of burying someone, in a hastily burial, who may not be truly dead. 

The autopsy has also been reviewed under the Islamic legal concept of Maslaha, a principle based on the common good, by Makhluf in a landmark fatwa published in 1952 which aimed to represent the Sunni legal school position on this matter, Burton (2012). Makhluf allowed human dissection based on necessity for medical education and also  legitimised voluntary donation of organs. A much later ruling followed in 1982 by the Fatwa Committee of al-Azhar which allowed Autopsy based on the Maslaha principle and this aligned with the main necessities of modern Autopsies.

Transplantations
The subject of organ transplants has been in much debate and disputed amongst many Islamic scholars. The general view, particularly amongst the UK Muslims, is that the practice is not permitted. However, recent fatwas from Muslim countries, which includes Saudi Arabia and Malaysia, have been issued allowing its practice. However, there is still much confusion and reluctance in the community regarding this matter.

In the UK the need for organ donors, particularly from the Asian community, is becoming a growing issue. A patient can wait from anything from 4 to five years for a donor and many Muslim patients are dying whilst waiting, McManus (2015). In the UK currently 6,414 people are in need of a new organ and 457 people died last year whilst waiting for one, Johnstone (2017). 

Conclusion
This essay has highlighted two of the common medical practises in the UK for which there is much confusion and disagreement within the UK Muslim community on the grounds of Islamic ethical principles. Although these practices have been studied under the Islamic legal principal of the Maslaha, and there have been many fatwas released which permits these practices, there is still however, much reluctance in the community to accept them. Therefore, the question that needs to be asked is “are the communities, and in particular the Imams and the Mosques, aware of these new rulings”? and if they are not then why not? and how should this information be disseminated to the wider public. This is a subject that is being discussed by the NHS and also within the UK scholarly community but there is still no unanimous position on these matters.
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