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Islamic Bioethical Reflections on Medicalized 
Dying



My academic lineage: Islam & Biomedicine



• Tied to scriptural sources & bearers of tradition 
• Theology/Philosophy - Theological (Usuli/Kalami/Maqasidi) Concepts = Production/End-goal
• Legal Ethics - Fiqhi Literature = Moral Status of Action
• Practical (Virtue) Ethics - Adabi Literature  = Agent-focused
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Our lives are an instrument for the hereafter
• Qur’anic verses

• “I have not created man and jinn except for worship”  (Al-Dhariat: 56)
• “And worship your Lord until there come onto you death” (Hijr: 99) 

• Prophetic teachings
•  َّلاإُِ هرُمْعُ نَمِؤْمُلْاُ دیزِیَ لاَُ ھَّنإِوَُ ھُلمَعَ عَطَقَنْا مُكُُدحََأ تَامَ اَذإُِ ھَّنإُِ ھیَتِْأیَ نَْأ لِبْقَ نْمِ ھِبِ عُدْیَ لاَوَ تَوْمَلْا مُكُُدحََأ ىَّنمََتیَ لاَ

." ارًیْخَ
Sahih Bukhari 2682

 
• “  ينَِّفوََتوَ يلِ ارًیْخَُ ةایَحَلْا تِنَاكَ امَينِیِحَْأ َّمھَُّللا لُِقیَلْفَ اًیِّنمََتمُ َّدُب لاَ نَاكَ نِْإفَ ھِبِ لَزَنَ رٍّضُلِ تَوْمَلْا مُكُُدحََأ َّنیََّنمََتیَ لاَ"

." يلِ ارًیْخَُ ةافَوَلْا تِنَاكَ اَذإِ
Sahih Bukhari 2680a

• Life of utility is related to capacity for
• Discharging religious duties 
• Ability to effect good works
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Goals of Healthcare 

§ To preserve the ‘tool’ through which you design your afterlife

§ Prophetic statement

§ َكُعَفنَْی امَ ىَلعَ صْرِحْا رٌیْخَ لٍّكُ يِفوَ فِیعَِّضلا نِمِؤْمُلْا نَمِِ Rَّ ىَلِإ ُّبحََأوَ رٌیْخَ ُّيوَِقلْا نُمِؤْمُلْا
          (Ibn Majah 83)

§ Healthcare produces health which increases one’s capacity for good works

§ Medical practice = fardh kifaya
§ Healthcare seeking = permissible (recommended) act à obligatory in rare cases



Scriptural sources on seeking healthcare

Qur’anic verses: Prophetic Statements:
•  مْعَنَ" لَاقَ ىوَاَدَتنَ لاََأِ َّ� لَوسُرَ ایَ بُارَعَْلأا تِلَاقَ لَاقَ

 ءًافَشُِ ھلَ عَضَوَ َّلاإِ ءًاَد عْضَیَ مْلََ َّ� َّنِإفَ اوْوَاَدَتِ َّ�َ دابَعِ ایَ
 وَھُ امَوَِ َّ� لَوسُرَ ایَ اوُلاقَ." اًدحِاوَ ءًاَد َّلاإِ ءًاوََد لَاقَ وَْأ

." مُرَھَلْا" لَاقَ

   Jami` at-Tirmidhi 2038

 نَووَُتكْیَ لاَ نَیذَِّلا مُھُ" لَاقَفَ ملسو ھیلع الله ىلص ُّيبَِّنلا جَرَخَفَ
“ نَوُلَّكوََتیَ مْھِِّبرَ ىلَعَوَ نَورَُّیطََتیَ لاَوَ نَوُقرَْتسْیَ لاَوَ

     Jami` at-Tirmidhi 2446
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Theological Deliberation

§ Reconcile the Prophetic 
“directive” to seek care and a 
reward for abstaining 

§ Acknowledge certainty 
§ God brings about cure
§ Medicine is probabilistic



The moral status of healthcare seeking

A restricted zone of moral obligation: 

§ Provides variability within Islamically permissible courses of action

§ Leaves room for personal values to influence choices

Perception “religious individuals tend to seek greater amounts of clinical 
intervention” but: 

§ For Muslims the “obligation” is narrowly circumscribed 





What is a good death?



Meeting Death with Utmost Decorum & Dignity

Seerah gives an account of the Prophet ’s final days: 

§ Choosing the afterlife
§ Incident at Baqi and on Aisha’s lap à  Higher Companion

§ Settling affairs of this world: 
§ Asked companions to take retribution for injury or take back loan money

§ Rejection of (futile) medicine; acceptance of impending death

§ Desire for siwak à Decorum and dignity





Human dignity

Two theological analogues

• Sanctity ~ karāma

• Inviolability ~ ḥurma
• Sanctity  

§ Shared in equal measure 
by every individual

§ Positive rights (do things)
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Human dignity
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Inviolability (ḥurmah)

§ Human body is considered sacred (both deceased and alive)
§ Negative rights (don’t do things)

Inviolability can be threatened... 

i. Through violation of the body’s intactness 

ii. Through violation of the body’s functionality

iii. By objectification/instrumentalization of the body


