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Daniel Annenberg


KEY POINTS
· Cousin Marriage: traditional values at odds with cultural norms. Measurable increased risk of birth defects amongst some Muslim populations.

· Female Genital Mutilation: practised in the UK today. Ethical arguments combining hadith and ijtihad key to limiting it.

· Depression: Muslims are least likely to take medication or accept counselling support. Potential link between mental health issues and violent extremism.









Introduction

Developments in medical science have presented significant challenges for some Muslims. The main provider of medical advice and care in the UK is the NHS. It was developed at a time when the population was majority Christian and relatively homogenous. This has led to some tensions for minority groups.[footnoteRef:1] Muslim scholars have tried to respond with guidance on various ethical issues. This paper will focus on three issues that are particular to Muslims in the British context.  [1:  A R Gatrad, "Medical Ethics And Islam: Principles And Practice", Archives Of Disease In Childhood 84, no. 1 (2001): 72-75, doi:10.1136/adc.84.1.72.] 


Cousin Marriage 
Up to 70% of British Pakistanis marry their cousins. Justification for this type of marriage is both societal - to maintain and strengthen family bonds - and statistical - only 20% of first cousin marriages end in divorce, compared to 42% nationally.[footnoteRef:2] However, specific health concerns have been raised for children born from cousin marriages. Significant studies have analysed Muslim populations in Bradford.  The Born in Bradford project received responses from 11,400 women who gave birth there between 2007 and 2011.[footnoteRef:3] The results showed that birth abnormalities from cousin marriage (congenital and metabolic disorders) were significant: [2:  "Should I Marry My Cousin? - BBC Three", BBC, 2018, https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p056gvhm.]  [3:  "Born In Bradford: Consanguinity And Birth Defects", Archives Of Disease In Childhood 99, no. 1 (2013): 38-38, doi:10.1136/archdischild-2013-305613.] 

Birth abnormalities in cousin marriages:	300 per 10,000 – double national average[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid. (Born in Bradford)] 

37% of these were first cousins where the rate of birth defects was higher still. The views of an imam from a large Bradford Mosque reflect the general ethical advice given to Muslims from a Pakistani background. The Qur’an is silent on cousin marriage. However, if something is not specifically ruled out, it is generally considered permissible.[footnoteRef:5] This advice is in stark contrast to the advice of doctors reflecting on the Born in Bradford study. They advised genetic testing and counselling, as a means of reducing the rate of birth defects. Although not explicitly stated in the report findings, the suggested need for genetic testing was seized on by other commentators as a cautionary lesson for those considering marriage to blood relatives.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  "Should I Marry My Cousin? - BBC Three", BBC, 2018]  [6:  Our Findings et al., "Babies Born With Serious Conditions – Born In Bradford", Borninbradford.Nhs.Uk, 2018, https://borninbradford.nhs.uk/our-findings/different-findings-in-a-nutshell/babies-born-with-serious-conditions/.] 


Female Genital Mutilation
FGM is among the most contentious medical ethics subjects within Islam. With no Qur’anic justification, those seeking to justify it instead turn to key passages in the hadith literature:
The verses which deal with female circumcision do not give specific details about its application and whether it is obligatory within the sharia.[footnoteRef:7] The situation has not been helped by contradictory statements regarding the practice of FGM by leading religious academic institutions like Al-Azhar. Its practice in the UK has led successive governments to impose bans on FGM:  [7:  Vardit Rispler-Chaim, Islamic Medical Ethics In The Twentieth Century (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1993, 84.] 
Narrated Umm Atiyyah al-Ansariyyah:
A woman used to perform circumcision in Medina. The Prophet said to her: Do not cut severely as that is better for a woman and more desirable for a husband.
Abu Dawood – Book 42/5241:
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1985 – Prohibition of Female Circumcision Act -  made FGM Illegal in the UK 
2003 – Female Genital Mutilation Act - made it illegal to take girls abroad for circumcision
Despite the legal obstacles and punishments (the maximum penalty is 14 years in prison), some Muslims in the UK still regard FGM as ethical and continue to practise it:
	Guys and St Thomas’ NHS Trust   
	1146 women treated for FGM (2009-2014)

	All London hospitals
	4000 treated (2009-2014)

	UK
	66,000 victims [footnoteRef:8] [8:  "Hospitals Treat 4,000 FGM Patients", BBC News, 2018, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-26639542.] 



Source: BBC News, 19 March 2014
To combat the issue in the UK, Muslim feminist groups and Islamic scholars have appealed to an overriding ethical principle that a ‘living person should never be harmed.’[footnoteRef:9]  Early in the Islamic tradition, 40 special hadiths (Qudsi) were selected which summarised the fundamentals of Islam. Hadith 32 states ‘Accept no harm and do no harm to another’. Campaigners combine this strong hadith with the idea of Ijtihad - independent reasoning and thought within – and make an ethical argument based on clear scientific observations of the immediate and long-term effects of FGM.[footnoteRef:10]		   [9:  Rispler-Chaim, Islamic Medical Ethics, 85]  [10:  Ibid, 40.] 

Depression
Religious attitudes towards depression was the focus of a 2001 study of nearly 300 UK residents comprising Christians, Jews, Hindus, Muslims and people of no faith. Faith and prayer were regarded as generally useful by all religious adherents. However, belief that ‘religious coping methods’ were effective for depression was more pronounced amongst Muslims. Muslims were also least likely to seek medical or counselling support for depression.[footnoteRef:11] Young Muslims in the UK who attached a high degree of value to religious identity regarded the use of medication or counselling as being in tension with that identity. The use of medication may even be considered unethical since it is the role of faith to promote inner harmony and peace of mind.[footnoteRef:12] These are important distinctions for medical practitioners to realise when treating patients and developing health provision.  [11:  Kate Miriam Loewenthal et al., "Faith Conquers All? Beliefs About The Role Of Religious Factors In Coping With Depression Among Different Cultural-Religious Groups In The UK", British Journal Of Medical Psychology 74, no. 3 (2001): 293-303, doi:10.1348/000711201160993.]  [12:  Ibid, 300.] 

One controversial area that has gained attention is the role of depression in cases of violent extremism. A study of British adults from Muslim backgrounds found an association between depressive symptoms and support for terrorism[footnoteRef:13]. This raises specific ethical conundrums, notably whether it is the role of mental health providers to work alongside government agencies to prevent radicalism. Potential exists for this to undermine the independence of doctors and mental health teams, which could be deleterious to the uptake of mental health treatment from the wider Muslim population.     [13:  Jessica Steventon, “Radical thinking: can violent extremism be prevented by addressing mental health?” OpenDemocracy, 2016, Aug 10.] 


Further thoughts
Several other ethical issues are facing Muslims today: family planning, medically-assisted conception, abortion, organ transplants and euthanasia. These issues are not particular to Muslims and value should be placed on how other faith communities have also grappled with them.
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