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Abstract Rapid advances in biomedical science and technology, which have revolutionized medicine and health-care services in
different societies, have been associated with inevitable ethical challenges. Undoubtedly, these innovations could lead to irreversible
disasters if they are not limited by appropriate regulations.

Substantial attempts have been made in the Islamic Republic of Iran to establish a structured approach for identifying, analysing
and resolving ethical issues in clinical practice. Given the consensus of religious and scienti ¢ scholars, some laws recently approved
by the parliament include the Deceased and Brain-Dead Patients Organ Transplantation Act (2000), Embryo Donation to Infertile
Spouses Act (2003) and the Therapeutic Abortion Act (2005). National guidelines for ethical assessment and supervision of research
proposals have also been compiled by the authorities. This paper reviews the main endeavours made in bioethics legislation in the

Islamic Republic of Iran.
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Introduction

In recent decades, great attention
has been paid to ethical issues as an
inevitable consequence of emerging
biomedical advances.  ere have been
ever-increasing discussions about ethical
aspects of this new knowledge in
di erent societies. Accordingly, the
propensity in scienti ¢ society to look for
legitimate solutions to moral dilemmas
has led to the involvement of bioethics
with the law. Some countries now have
rulings and guidelines on bioethical
concerns, although legislation in some
challenging cases such as cloning has
produced controversies.

e academic e orts of bioethi-
cists to address these modern dilem-
mas has provided crucial assistance to
both political and professional societal
leaders.! Organizations such as WHO
and the United Nations Educational,
Scienti ¢ and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) have recognized the ne-
cessity for creating speci ¢ guidelines
to protect human rights in health-care
settings. e principal issue involved is
the in uence that various sociocultural
and religious backgrounds exert in dif-
ferent countries. UNESCO s Global

Ethics Observatory (GEODs) initiative
is a resource of databases that encour-
age international collaboration and pro-
vide support to all interested parties.

Bioethics empowerment and leg-
islation have received special attention
in the Islamic Republic of Iran. e
most important recente orts have been
the enactment of regulations covering
new elds of science and technol-
ogy and the compilation of e ethical
guidelines for biomedical research. We
will review these endeavours and the
legislative process. First, we intend to
elucidate the religious background of
our country, which is very important
for understanding and practising bioeth-
ics in the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Values and principles

In the Islamic Republic of Iran, in
which Shi a Muslims are in the majority
(80 90%), ethical issues are discussed
among medical physicians and religious
scholars. e main rules of activities
consist of the holy Quran and principles
of Islamic ethics; the religious opinions
(Fatwa) of Islamic scholars on special
issues; the national laws or ethics
codes; international guidelines; and the

norms of the society. Since minority
groups such as Sunni Muslims and
Armenians are represented in the
parliament, their opinions are also
considered in religious discussion. On
account of the fact that there is a diversity
of opinions among di erent religions,
all Iranians, Muslim or non-Muslim,
are permitted to follow their religious
beliefs providing that they are not against
the law. For example, concerning
contradiction over cadaveric donation,
brain-dead organs will be donated only
if there is valid consent of the deceased
and his/her family.

Although the main principles of

western bioethics (autonomy, be-
ne cence, non-male cence and justice)
are acceptable according to Islam,?
interpretation of them can di er. For
example, there is a limit on autonomy;
sometimes the interest of the society is
preferred to individual rights.

In Muslim countries, in any discus-
sion on bioethics, there is a tendency to
look towards religion. Islam is believed
to be able to fully restore the harmony
between religion and science.* e
principles of bioethics and solutions
to ethical problems are therefore de-
rived from the Islamic legal rulings.
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e main principles of Islamic ethics
are the respect for human dignity, eter-
nity of life (immortal soul and life after
death), altruism, benevolence to fellow
human beings, seeking perfection and
eternal salvation, and association of a
human being with God and the uni-
verse. It is noteworthy that there is a
wide overlap between Islamic bioethics,
the Islamic rulings (Fegh or Sharia)
and law, so that some religious prin-
ciples such as eternity of life or seeking
perfection could be very important in
ethical decision-making in an Islamic
setting. For instance, in the issue of the
end of life, su ering a lot of pain can-
not justify ending life in terminally-ill
patients who believe in resurrection.®
According to Islamic teachings, pain
has an educational purpose and is a
means to self-puri cation after sinful
behaviour.® As another example, the
Islamic view about when life begins has
been used by Iranian jurists for issuing
Fatwas on allowing stem cell research
and cloning for therapeutic purposes.
In keeping with the teachings of Islam,
this kind of research is permissible only
in pre-ensoulment stages of fetus
development, i.e. up to 120 days after
conception.

At the same time, jurisprudence in
Islam is reached through a process of
analysis and reason by religious scholars
who determine the acceptability of best
practice.” In Islam, there are primary
rules in general practice (such as fasting
during the month of Ramadan) which
should be ful lled by all Muslims.  ere
are secondary rules for special situa-
tions (for instance, dispensation of fast-
ing due to pregnancy or illness). Both
the primary and secondary rules are
taken into consideration in the process
of ijtehad (the issuing of decrees by
religious leaders).  erefore, some-
times an obligatory religious law can
be disregarded in special circum-
stances. is dynamic quality means
that Islam can easily adapt to new in-
novations in science and technology.
Inspired by Islamic teachings, Muslim
scientists have proposed some well-
known Islamic principles to consider
for ethical decision-making,® such as
the principles of the public interest
(Maslaha) and do no harm (La Darar
wa la Derar).® is dynamic jurispru-
dence has paved the way for approval of
some laws in the eld of medical ethics
in the Islamic Republic of Iran.
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Bioethics legislation

In addition to the long history of medical
ethics in the Islamic Republic of Iran,
there has also been great emphasis on
contemporary bioethics in the current
era.’? 2 Development of the National
Committee of Medical Research
Ethics in 1997 paved the way for the
establishment of medical research ethics
committees in medical universities
and research centres nationwide.
Over recent years, educational courses,
workshops and conferences have played
an important role in strengthening
research committees. e establishment
of a Masters in Public Health in medical
ethics has provided the country with
human resources for ethics committees.

Implementation of the National
Code of Ethics in Biomedical Research
in 2000, prepared by the Ministry
of Health and Medical Education
(MOHME), was another preliminary
step in this eld. e code, which in-
cludes 26 articles, is in accordance with
international declarations and Islamic
codes. Likewise, in 2002, the research
and technology deputy minister of the
MOHME began the project of the
Strategic Plan for Medical Ethics Activi-
ties which governs major areas of man-
agement, regulations, communications,
research, education, training, public
announcement, monitoring and assess-
ment of medical ethics activities at the
national level.*®

In recent years, considering posi-
tive viewpoints of religious scholars
about bioethical issues such as organ
transplantation, abortion, assisted repro-
ductive technologies (ARTS) and stem
cell research in the Islamic Republic of
Iran, the parliament has rati ed some
laws related to bioethics, including:
the Deceased and Brain-Dead Patients
Organ Transplantation Act (2000),
Embryo Donation to Infertile Spouses
Act (2003) and the erapeutic Abor-
tion Act (2005).

In fact, legislation in the eld of
bioethics has been mostly based on sa-
cred sources (such as the Holy Quran)
and the speci ¢ decrees of the Muslim
scholars. Taking into account techno-
logical advancements in terminal care,
the parliament approved the Deceased
and Brain-Dead Patients Organ Trans-
plantation Act in 2000.14 17 e process
of rati cation was too long because
of a wide disagreement about the
subject.'®'” According to the act, ca-
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daver organs and brain-dead persons
are used for transplantation according
to the will of the dead person or the
consent of his/her family and the
de nite con rmation of brain death by
specialists. To make the act more practi-
cal and useful, organ-donor cards were
provided and distributed nationwide.
All volunteers sign a card and choose
the organs to be donated after their
death. As a result of this initiative, the
rate of cadaveric renal transplantation
increased by 40%.® According to the
MOHME, while only 32 cadaver renal
transplants were carried out in 2000,
this gure rose to 245 in 2006.18%°

Di erent methods of assisted re-
production have raised ethical and re-
ligious disputes worldwide.  ere have
been major technological achievements
in the area of infertility treatment
including third-party reproduction in
the Islamic Republic of Iran.  ere is
a more open-minded view of ARTSs in
the Islamic Republic of Iran than in
many other Muslim countries.” Taking
into account the substantial requests
of infertile couples, the Iranian parlia-
ment approved a law entitled Embryo
Donation to Infertile Spouses Act in
2003.202t Under the new law, the dona-
tion of an embryo is permitted under
certain conditions. e Fatwa of the
Iranian religious leader was crucial in
the attempt to draw up legislation to
regulate the clinical practice of embryo
donation. e act has been very helpful
to prevent the break-up of many mar-
riages in recent years, though there is no
published data. ART treatment costs are
high in general, although the costs in the
Islamic Republic of Iran are much lower
than in many other countries. Due to
this, the Supreme Council of Insurance
is considering covering the cost of one
cycle of ART treatment.

e parliament of the Islamic
Republic of Iran also rati ed the Act
of  erapeutic Abortion in 2005.222
Abortion causes many emotive debates
in the eld of medical ethics because
of the di erent cultural and religious
beliefs in various societies. Under the
new act, therapeutic abortion would be
permissible within the rst four months
of pregnancy after con rmation of it
by three experts and veri cation by the
Legal Medicine Organization. e law
would allow abortion to be performed
where there are familial or genetic dis-
orders of the fetus that would lead to
psychological a iction or undesirable

631






