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Chapter 9

The Intersection between Science

and Sunni Theological and Legal Discourse
in Defining Medical Death

Rafagat Rashid

9,1 Imtroduction

This chapter engages with the ongoing conversations within the long Islamic intel-
lectual tradition on the definition and meaning of death. Using medicalized dying as
the context for discussion, I will consider epistemological and metaphysical matters
and examine issues from ethico-legal and theological perspectives. There are sev-
eral pragmatic implications of death for Muslims that go beyond simply harvesting
organs for transplantation or withdrawing life support. There are also many gaps in
the understanding of medical death in the Islamic legal corpus. The questions of
what it is to be alive, to be human, and to be a person have not been adequately or
systematically addressed in a way that allows us to see them not only as part of the
majority Sunnf theological tradition, but also to place the Islamic understanding of
these questions in a coherent dialogue with both scientific and philosophical inquiry.
I will therefore explore the relationship between body, soul and mind in order to
articulate the Islamic theological responses addressing notions of human person-
hood and how they fare at their intersections with biomedical science. The aim isto
support an understanding of how the meaning and definition of death can be prag-

matically and medically identified from an Islamic perspective.

That is why a study of the Islamic tradition and its philosophical nature is needed
to clarify or verify any metaphysical and/or theological alignment with the physical-
ist view of a definitive indicator of death of the individual’s being ‘brain dead.
Here, I argue that the traditional understanding of death as the irreversible loss of
cardiopulmonary function is not an accurate account of death. I shall argue that
death is marked by the permanent cessation of higher-brain functioning, i.e., having
permanently lost the capacity for sentience, volition, reasoning and all other
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8.1 Introduction

Blomf:chcme predt_:minates‘ globally as a theoretical system of understanding health
and c}mease. Practically, Fhat means the application of scientific data from bench to
bedsu.ie, thr'ough population-based studies; and informing on a sound basis the sys-
tematic desxgn and delivery of efficient and effective models of care to prevent ax}xld/
or counter d}sease and to promote health. Traditionally, the biomedical modél of
health anc'1 disease has focused on physical systems often diagnosed quantitativel
through 131oc'hemica1{ el‘ectrical and other empirical modes of measurement. Georgz
lI;. alliglgel 2 ((EL 1999) pioneering paper emphasising a ‘biopsychosocial’ model of
ealth an dlse-ase, stressed the importance of social, psychological, and physical
dimensions of illness.! It offered a revolutionary framework for :duc’ation trainin
anc.l research. The wider perspective offered by Engel’s model in the undel’.‘stand‘ .
of ﬂlfless .coincided with transitions in models of care. e
Hlstqncally, doctors were the principle decision makers within the clinical con-
tc‘axt. This z%uthority was often linked to.their superior knowledge, training and expe-
rience of dlsea:se pathologies, management, and prognosis. Despi,te rapid biomedilcj:al
gdvancem.ent in recent decades, healthcare innovation and a shift in focus towards
technologically driven healthcare, has been paradoxically coupled with a decline in

1 . R . .

aEngel (;977). 129_.136" Biopsychosocial’: ‘bio” here refers to biological components, such as

o%%e%f:f sex: é)r g_:ln’euc;. Psy;ho’ refers to psychological componeats, such as thoughts, e’motiuns
. ‘Social’ refers to ily ci i : i

Sl actors such as family circumstances, cultural influences or environ-
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9,1 Introduction

This chapter engages with the ongoing conversations within the long Islamic intel-
lectual tradition on the definition and meaning of death. Using medicalized dying as
the context for discussion, I will consider epistemological and metaphysical matters
and examine issues from ethico-legal and theological perspectives. There are sev-
eral pragmatic implications of death for Muslims that go beyond simply harvesting
organs for transplantation or withdrawing life support. There are also many gaps in
the understanding of medical death in the Islamic legal corpus. The questions of
what it is to be alive, to be human, and to be a person have not been adequately or
systematically addressed in a way that allows us to see them not only as part of the
majority Sunni theological tradition, but also to place the Islamic understanding of
these questions in a coherent dialogue with both scientific and philosophical inquiry.
_ I will therefore explore the relationship between body, soul and mind in order to
Tirkiye Diyanet Vakfi articulate the Islamic theological responses addressing notions of human person-
islam Arsstirmalan Merkezi hood and how they fare at their intersections with biomedical science. The aim is to
Kiitiphanesi support an understanding of how the meaning and definition of death can be prag-

Dem. No: 3 9 D %2 4 'matically and medically identified jﬁom an Islamicf perspective.. »
= That is why a study of the Islamic tradition and its philosophical natuteis needed
Tas. No: | &1©-1 z to clarify or verify any metaphysical and/or theological alignment with the physical-
LSL=A ist view of a definitive indicator of death of the individual’s being ‘brain dead.
' Here, I argue that the traditional understanding of death as the irreversible loss of
cardiopulmonary function is not an accurate account of death. I shall argue that
/ death is marked by the permanent cessation of higher-brain functioning, i.e., having
permanently lost the capacity for sentience, volition, reasoning and all other
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