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Introduction

This book is written for the people who make high-stakes decisions at the bedside and
beyond: clinicians, hospital ethicists, chaplains, and religious authorities who
accompany patients through vulnerable passages of life and death. Islamic bioethics is
not a single verdict or a static list of permissions and prohibitions. It is a method of
practical moral reasoning grounded in the Qur'an and the Prophetic traditions,
elaborated through juristic tools, and attentive to the textures of clinical reality. Our
aim is to translate that rich moral tradition into accessible guidance that can be
applied under time pressure, amid uncertainty, and across diverse Muslim contexts.

Three commitments shape the volume. First, we begin with foundations—scriptural
evidence, the objectives of the law (maqasid al-shari‘ah), and legal maxims (gawa‘id
fighiyyah)—because sound decisions require a durable framework rather than ad hoc
rulings. Second, we honor plurality. Islamic jurisprudence includes multiple schools of
law and interpretive approaches, and Muslim patients live under varied legal regimes.
Rather than forcing artificial consensus, we map convergences and respectfully note
divergences, indicating where reliable authorities disagree and how that affects
practice. Third, we are relentlessly practical. Each chapter moves from principles to
stepwise tools, offers flowcharts or checklists where appropriate, and closes with case
studies that mirror the dilemmas clinicians actually face.

Readers will notice recurring ethical anchors. Necessity (darurah) can permit what is
otherwise prohibited, but it is bounded and proportional; public interest (maslahah)
carries weight but must be disciplined by scriptural and juristic controls; certainty is
not removed by doubt; hardship begets facilitation; and harm must be removed.
These maxims are not abstractions: they become bedside heuristics for decisions
about ventilator withdrawal, opioid titration, or the acceptability of third-party
reproduction. Throughout, we emphasize the moral difference between withholding
and withdrawing treatment, the criteria for death, and the responsibilities owed to
patients, families, and communities.

Because clinical ethics unfolds within institutions and societies, the book situates
rulings within real systems. We address consent and capacity in settings where family
decision-making is prominent, confidentiality amid digitized records, and resource
allocation during outbreaks or disasters. Chapters on reproduction, genetics, and
organ donation highlight how changing technologies raise familiar questions—about
lineage, dignity, harm, and justice—in new forms. Emerging domains such as artificial
intelligence and telehealth receive focused treatment, with guidance for oversight,
bias mitigation, and data stewardship consonant with Islamic moral concerns.
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The text assumes collaboration. Sound clinical-ethical judgment is typically made by
teams: physicians and nurses, ethicists and jurists, social workers and chaplains,
administrators and community leaders. We therefore provide shared vocabularies,
meeting templates, and consultation pathways to help teams communicate clearly
even when time is short. Sidebars flag jurisdictional constraints, point to
representative fatwas, and suggest phrases for discussing sensitive issues with
patients and families—always with humility and cultural care.

Finally, this volume is a guide, not a substitute for conscientious deliberation or local
expertise. We encourage readers to use the decision tools as prompts for reasoning, to
consult qualified scholars when cases are complex or contested, and to document the
ethical pathway that leads to a recommendation. If these pages help you ask better
questions, articulate reasons transparently, and care for patients with integrity and
compassion, then they will have served their purpose.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations of Islamic Bioethics:
Scripture, Law, and Moral Reasoning

Islamic bioethics, at its core, is a vibrant and dynamic field that seeks to navigate the
complex moral landscape of medicine through the lens of Islamic tradition. It's not
simply a collection of prohibitions and permissions, but rather a sophisticated
methodology for ethical deliberation, deeply rooted in centuries of scholarship and
divine guidance. Unlike secular bioethics, which often grounds its principles in human
reason and experience alone, Islamic bioethics operates within a religious worldview,
drawing its moral compass from sacred texts and their interpretations.

At the heart of Islamic bioethics lies the Shari'ah, often translated as Islamic law,
though it encompasses a broader system of morality, ethics, and legal rules. The
Shari'ah provides a comprehensive framework for all aspects of a Muslim's life,
including matters of health and illness. This intricate system isn't static; it possesses
the flexibility to address the constant emergence of new biomedical technologies and
ethical dilemmas. The ultimate aim of the Shari'ah is to promote benefit (maslahah)
and prevent harm (mafsadah) for humanity, a guiding principle that permeates all
ethical considerations in Islamic bioethics.

The primary sources for Islamic bioethics are foundational and universally accepted
across various schools of thought. First and foremost is the Qur'an, the holy book of
Islam, believed by Muslims to be the direct word of God. It serves as the ultimate
source of moral and legal guidance, emphasizing the sanctity of human life and the
importance of preserving it. The Qur'an even offers surprisingly accurate details
regarding human embryological development, which informs discussions on the
ethical and legal status of the embryo and fetus. A pivotal verse in the Qur'an declares
that "whosoever saveth the life of one, it shall be as if he saved the life of all
humankind," a powerful statement that legitimizes medical advancements aimed at
preserving life and underscores the prohibition of suicide and euthanasia.

Following the Qur'an in authority is the Sunnah, which comprises the sayings, deeds,
and tacit approvals of the Prophet Muhammad. The Sunnah offers practical examples
and elucidations of the Qur'anic principles, providing guidance on a vast array of
topics, including medical ethics. The Prophet's own emphasis on good health and
seeking well-being is well-documented, as are his teachings on the responsibility of a
physician. The Sunnah underscores the importance of seeking medical treatment,
acknowledging God as the ultimate healer, and views healthcare professionals as
conduits of divine mercy.
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When direct guidance on a specific medical issue isn't explicitly found in the Qur'an or
Sunnah, Islamic jurists turn to secondary sources and methodologies for legal
reasoning. One such crucial source is Ijma', which signifies the consensus of Muslim
scholars. Historically, Iima' refers to agreements reached in the past by the
companions of the Prophet or later generations of scholars on matters not directly
addressed in the primary texts. While not always a contemporaneous agreement, /jma'
carries significant weight in Islamic jurisprudence and serves as a principle of
toleration for different traditions within Islam. For instance, Muslim scholars have
reached a consensus that forms of contraception that do not harm health or
reproductive capacity are permissible.

Another vital methodological tool is Qiyas, or analogical reasoning. When a new
medical dilemma arises that isn't explicitly covered by the Qur'an, Sunnah, or Ijma',
scholars draw parallels to existing rulings on similar cases, extending the established
legal principle to the new situation. This requires careful consideration of the
underlying causes and benefits, allowing for a flexible application of Islamic law to
contemporary challenges. For example, the permissibility of cadaveric organ donation,
which is increasingly practiced in Muslim countries, has been informed by this process,
with many scholars permitting it while still prohibiting mutilation of the deceased.

The overarching process of legal reasoning and hermeneutics undertaken by a
qualified jurist (mujtahid or faqgih) to infer a legal ruling is known as Ijtihad. This
independent reasoning is a perpetual obligation for qualified scholars, enabling them
to address emerging ethical issues. ljtihad is particularly relevant for matters where
revelatory texts provide no explicit decree and upon which there is no existing juridical
consensus. It demands a comprehensive understanding of the situation at hand, often
requiring consultation with medical experts, and then an accurate perception of the
issue using established juristic methodologies. This intellectual endeavor ensures that
Islamic bioethics remains responsive and relevant to the ever-evolving landscape of
medicine.

Beyond these primary and secondary sources, several subsidiary tools contribute to
ethical decision-making in Islamic bioethics. Maslahah (public interest or welfare) is a
significant consideration, emphasizing that legal rulings should ultimately serve the
benefit of humanity and prevent harm. While maslahah carries weight, it must always
be disciplined by scriptural and juristic controls to ensure it aligns with the broader
objectives of Islamic law. The concept of Darurah (necessity) is another crucial
principle, allowing for exceptions to otherwise prohibited actions in dire
circumstances, particularly when human life is at risk and no lawful alternatives exist.
This principle is frequently invoked in medical contexts, such as the use of prohibited
substances as remedies or organ transplantation.

The principle of "harm must be eliminated" (al-darar yuzal) is central to Islamic
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medical ethics. This maxim mandates that doctors make every effort to treat patients
and cure diseases, as illness is considered harmful and should be removed. Similarly,
the concept of "hardship begets facility" (al-mashaqqah tajlib al-taysir) allows for
concessions and leniency in the application of Islamic law when strict adherence would
cause undue difficulty or hardship. This principle recognizes the practical realities of
human experience and seeks to ease burdens where possible. Furthermore, "certainty
is not overruled by doubt" (al-yaqin la yazal bil-shakk) is a maxim that emphasizes
that a firm belief or established fact cannot be overturned by mere suspicion or
uncertainty. In medical practice, this means adhering to established diagnoses and
treatments unless there is clear evidence to the contrary. Finally, "custom is
authoritative" (al-adah muhakkamah) acknowledges the role of local customary
practices (urf) in shaping ethical considerations, provided they do not contradict
fundamental Islamic principles.

These foundational sources and legal methodologies work in concert to provide a
robust framework for Islamic bioethics. They allow for both continuity with tradition
and adaptability to modernity, ensuring that ethical guidance is not only religiously
grounded but also practically applicable to the complex realities faced by clinicians,
patients, and families in Muslim contexts worldwide. The interplay of these elements
demonstrates that Islamic bioethics is far from a monolithic entity; it is a rich tapestry
of interpretive approaches and moral reasoning, all striving to uphold the sanctity of
life and promote human well-being within the divine framework.
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