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LIFE AFTER DEATH
IN CONTEMPORARY ISLAMIC THOUGHT

Dr. Cafer Sadik Yaran

Belief in a life after death is shared by all the major world faiths in one way or
another. It is one of the most fundamental and central religious beliefs together with belief in
the existence of God or in the existence of an Ultimate Reality. Of course, the image of human
being as depicted in various traditions has not been identical. "Some have emphasised the
human state more than others and they have envisaged eschatological realities differently. But
there is no doubt that all traditions see the final end of human beings in the state or reality
which is other than this terrestrial life."! Of all the world religions, Islam is the one which has
most strongly and centrally taught the reality and importance of an eternal life beyond this
temporary life on earth. It regards it as one of the most essential matters of belief.? Indeed, the
Qur'an uses the term "hereafter" (a/-'akhira) one hundred and thirteen times.

In this paper, I will seek to explore the understandings of and arguments for life after
death in contemporary Islamic thought within the general framework of standard definitions
and major problems of contemporary Western philosophy of religion and of mind. I will deal
both with pareschatology, concerned with what takes place between the end of this life and the
day of resurrection, and with eschatology, concerned with the ultimate and eternal state of
human beings. My mode of presentation will be more descriptive and analytical than
comparative and critical. Thus, after a brief classification of the concepts of life after death in
general, first I will examine three more particular concepts from the Islamic point of view,
immortality, re-creation, and resurrection;, and will emphasise the last one more. Then 1 will
dwell on the nature and meaning of heaven, hell, and eternality from the perspective of
contemporary Islamic thought.

The concepts of life after death which can be found in various religious and
philosophical traditions of the world can be divided into two main categories: non-actual and
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divided into two sub-categories: actual and personal life after death in this world, and actual
and personal life after death in another sphere of existence which is different from this one. It is
this second sub-category that deserves much concern from the mainstream Islamic pomnt of
view. And it can also be divided into three different groups: immortality; re-creation, and
resurrection.

Immortality, Re-creation, and Resurrection

Immortality literally means "not-dying," and this appears to conflict with the fact that
all persons die. "If immortality, understood literally, is to be possible, there must be some part
of us, with which we associate our personal identity, which can survive physical death and
corruption. For many, such a thing is called a soul. When the body dies, the soul that we have
(or better, are) lives on - in another sphere of existence, with or without a body of some sort."?
In fact, the common idea of immortality does not require a body; it usually means the
immortality of the soul only. We will use the term "immortality” in the sense of eternal life of
the soul without a body.

It was Plato who systematically developed the body-mind dichotomy and first
attempted to prove the immortality of the soul. Within the Islamic tradition, especially Muslim
philosophers such as al-Farabi and Ibn Sina defended the immortality. Under the concept of
"cojuction" (ittisdl) which is the aim of the Active Intellect, al-Farabi keeps the eternal unity
and happiness of the virtuous souls after the destruction of their bodies. al-Ghazali criticises
their views concerning the denial of the resurrection of the body, and charges them with
infidelity. However, the idea of purely spiritual resurrection or immortality has found few
advocates in contemporary Islamic thought. With few exceptions, contemporary Muslims
affirm the resurrection of the body and disagree only on the nature of that body.® From the
philosophical point of view, it is argued that because body is extremely important for our
identity and personality, to defend only the eternality of the soul-substance does not mean to
defend the immortality of human being at all.* From the Islamic point of view, as Mehmet

Aydin says, if we try to understand the Qur'an without recourse to excessive interpretations, we

understand that the immortality talked about is not the immortality of the soul only.”



Re-creation means that individual persons are re-created sometime after their death
There is no literal immortality, no persisting soul, but simply life after death. Human existence
is gap inclusive: we live, die and our bodies disintegrate, and in the future are re-created to live
again. What is re-created is our entire psychophysical being, which, though it allows the re-
created to be the same person as the deceased, might have many features (for example,
appearance, physical composition, lack of certain diseases) different from those we have now ¥
Those who advocate re-creation see the human being not as an eternal soul temporarily
attached to a mortal body, but as a form of finite, mortal, psychophisical life. For this
understanding, death "means sheer unqualified extinction - passing out from the lighted circle
of life into 'death's dateless night.' Only through the sovereign creative love of God can there
be a new existence beyond the grave."?

There are, according to Anisuzzaman Muwahidi. a philosopher, two mutually
exclusive and extreme but strongly represented views of human origin and destiny: reductionist
and pessimistic materialism on the one hand and over-spiritualism and deificationism on the
other. The first one, which is based on ordinary observation, holds that we are born at a
particular point of time and then live for some time and eventually die, never to rise again
According to this view, human life begins at birth and finishes at death. The other view
maintains that a human being is not, in fact, a material being, essentially an embodied one. The
human being is essentially a spiritual, an immaterial, a nonspatial being. The essential human
being is uncreated and hence eternal - that is without a beginning at a particular pomt of time -
and essentially immortal as well.1?

In contrast to these two mutually exclusive and extreme views, according to
Muwahidi, Islam presents a balanced view of the human being's creation, nature, and destiny
According to his expression, the Qur'anic concept of life after death 1s a kind of re-creation
"The Qur'an in numerous verses states that," he says, "the person has been created ex nihilo at
a particular point of time, lives for some period and eventually dies. The person after death
becomes a nonentity again from which, through His blessings and by an act of sovereign will,
God recreates that individual."!! Thus, the life after death is not inherently present in human

nature which, as it were, follows its own course of fruition, but is exclusively dependent on



God's will and omnipotence. God, however, has promised to re-create human beings after
death and will give them a form of existence fully commensurate with their bodily acts.
psychological states,, and spiritual achievements. '

Those who defend a re-creationist concept of life after death have to appeal
exclusively to the a priori arguments based either on some religious, scriptural authorities or
on some ethical considerations. For in this view "life after death is not guaranteed by any
continuing thing, as in the soul doctrine. If there is to be life after death, the activity of an
omnipotent and omniscient God is necessary."!* Even God's omnibenevolence seems to be as
much important as God's omnipotence and omniscience. In the view of Muwabhidi, for
example, the evidence or guarantee of life after death is God's will, omnipotence and promise
in the Qur'an. Although not essentially immortal, he says, the human being will be re-created
by God after death. So, practically speaking, death does not finally extinguish the person. God
has promised to give human beings everlasting life and He does not fail in His promise.'* He
brings his evidence from the Qur'an (3:185): "Every soul shall have a taste of death. And only
on the Day of Judgement shall you be paid your full recompense.”

For some writers, the Qur'an does not only inform people about the hereafter but also
gives answers and arguments about life after death which are based upon the rational principles
drawn from the observations of nature and the knowledge of the events which occur every
time. One of these simple rational principles is as follows: Making a difficult thing includes
making an easier one. Someone who made something can make its similar, and can make it
again. God created human beings for the first time. Therefore, it is possible for God to create
human beings after their deaths again; (because it is easier).' Central notion in this reasoning
is God's omnipotence. In some other considerations, God's moral attributes become n the
centre. In the modern times, Mohammad Igbal points out, the line of argument for personal
immortality is on the whole ethical. But ethical arguments depend on a kind of faith m the
fulfilment of the claims of justice, or in the irreplaceable and unique work of man as an
individual pursuer of infinite ideals.}

One of the ethical arguments for life after death relies on the justice of God. Not

everything seems to be just in this world and not everybody finds the equivalent of what he o1



she deserved. But since there is a God who has justice, then there must be a world where
justice will be manifested absolutely.!” In addition to this, it seems that God's wisdom has also
been used in this evidential context. Iqbal says, for instance, that "It is highly improbable that a
being whose evolution has taken millions of years should be thrown away as a thing of no
use."1¥

The major problem confronting the doctrine of re-creation seems to be that of
providing criteria of personal identity to link the earthly life and the resurrection life.'” Does
not the existence of a period of nonentity between our first and second creation entail to lose
our personal identity? For advocates of this view, 'it does not, if there is a God who is
omniscient, omnipotent, and wills to re-create human beings' According to this view, since
God knows everything and has an unlimited power, then God knows every person with his or
her psychophysical state and individual identity, and has power to re-create him or her after a
certain period as basically the same person.?® This is not only rationally possible and tenable
depending on the existence of the God of theism but is also indicated in the Qur'an. According
to the Qur'an (82:10-12), ail human actions and psychophysical states are being recorded and
preserved: "But verily over you (are appointed angels) to protect you, - kind and honourable, -
writing down (your deeds): They know all that ye do."

Re-creationist type of the idea of life after death is necessarily dependent on the
existence of the God of ethical monotheism. In other words, it does not have an independent
empirical evidence for a future hope. It requires God's existence, omniscience, omnipotence.
will, justice, and wisdom. But if its prerequisite is true, then it seems to be a reasonable and
possible concept of life after death from both philosophical and Islamic perspective. In
addition, it might be seen as more successful than its alternatives in avoiding contradicting
contemporary secular assumptions concerning mental life. But these points do not mean that
this view has no problem,?! and is a unanimously agreed concept of life after death among
contemporary Muslims. In fact, the most widely accepted concept of life after death among
Muslims in general is still the concept of resurrection.

Resurrection means, according to one traditional interpretation, that "bodies are

resurrected to be rejoined with a continuing soul."? In other words, resurrection is the doctrine
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of the reunion of the soul and body of man after their separation in death.">* The bodies
mentioned here do not mean to be the same bodies as in this world. Rather it is an appropriate
body for the different spiritual structure of the world to come.>

Many contemporary Muslim writers, traditionist or modernist, believe in resurrection,
and defend it. The traditionist writers are in agreement with their predecessors that in some
senses the dead are aware of the living; they do not die with death of their body and continue
to exist.2> Muhammad Zafrulla Khan, a modernist, also believes in resurrection and expresses it
clearly. "The centre of the whole process is the soul. ... Up to a point, the soul and the body
together constitute a unit and are indissoluble; then dissolution comes and that is the end of life
upon earth, but that is not the end of life itself. At death the functions of the body come to an
end... The soul then enters upon a process of rebirth."

There is a closely connected special concept in Islam with the concept of death and
resurrection: barzakh. Barzakh is "a state, perhaps of some kind of suspense between Death
and Resurrection."?” After departing from the physical body, the soul does not enter its life n
heaven or hell at once. It remains suspended in the ethereal world. Here its faculties remain in
abeyance, though intact, and this state will continue until the hour of resurrection.?® In many
instances the life of the barzakh is seen as a particular stage in the development of human life
The three levels of physical development - dust, embryo, and birth - are compared to the three
stages of spiritual development. The first is this life, the third is the resurrection, and the second

is the stage with intervenes between two, called harzakh.2® Zafrullah Khhn states this period of

the soul metaphorically as follows:

At death, with reference to the fuller life awaiting it, the soul is, so to speak, in the
condition of the sperm drop. It passes through a stage which may be compared
metaphorically to the womb, where it develops the faculties that may be needed in,
and would be appropriate to, the conditions of the Hereafter. Its birth into a new life
after passing through the process of developing its faculties to a certain degree, is the

resurrection,3Y

Those who defend the view of resurrection as a concept of life after death have

appealed to the a posteriori arguments for the existence of the soul and its survival of bodily



death as well as to the a priori arguments we have briefly mentioned above. A posieriori
arguments based on particularly paranormal experiences and spiritualist writings have been
considered as strong empirical proofs for traditional religious ideas and agamst materialistic
views concerning human nature and destiny. In the view of Maulana Wahiduddin Khan, for
example, modern research has opened up new vistas of events and realities, so that we can now
assert to a certain extent that the permanent existence of the soul, independently of the body.
or the survival of the soul after the death of the body is no more a thing which involves blind
faith: rather it has become a reality which can be empirically proved. One of his empirical
proofs is the fact that although innumerable tiny cells of which the body composed disintegrate
each moment and they are replaced with new ones, the soul does not undergo the same
transformation. This shows that the soul is independent of the body and has its own existence.
Moreover, by means of various experiments and demonstrations carried out by psychical
research institutes, it was shown that even after bodily death, the human personality survives in
some mysterious form. And if life survives after death, there can be no interpretation other than
a religious one.?!

Basic empirical argument for the continuity of the soul after death has been drawn
from the writings of the spiritualist movement that arose in the West since the mid-nineteenth
century. Tantawi Jawhari relies on these experiences and feels regret that Muslim world
remained behind in this field. He points out his view of death and resurrection first: "It is
because of the speed of the change that it is called death, but in actuality the souls are alive in
this world after leaving the body until the day of resurrection." And then he gives the
arguments for this view. "If you read spiritualist writings," he says, "you will be able to
understand it, and be able to learn what happens to us after we leave this world and go to the
barzakh world. We (in the Muslim world) have not had time to do this, and the Western world
is getting ahead of us (in spiritualist investigations)."**

Some of the contemporary Muslim writers considered these alleged empirical data of
spiritual experiences as rational and scientific proof of the traditional Islamic belief about the

nature of human being and its destiny after death. According to Abd al-Razzaq Nawfal, not

only have cameras caught the image of the spirit, but the measurement of a specific loss of



body weight at death proves that something (the spirit) has departed. Citing the various
attempts at scientific communication with the dead, he aftirms that this possibility of
communication has been acknowledged by Islam from the beginning. He sees such means as
hypnosis, fingerprinting of materialised spirits, and experimentation with mediums as oftering
supportive proof.33

Some Muslim writers, however, have accused spiritualism of being both non-Qur'anic
and non-scientific. On the one hand, they accused spiritualism as nothing but charlatanism. On
the other hand, they did not find the experimental results compatible with the traditional
classifications and expectations concerning the hereafter. For example, M. Muhammad Tayr
raises this question: "Some of the spirits that have been brought have said that they are in the
Garden and at rest. But their owners were not Muslims, and how could God allow that?"* 1t
seems to be true that spiritualistic descriptions of the life beyond death are more or less
different from the traditional Islamic or, more generally speaking, religious expectations at
some points. In other words, empirical evidences of life after death based on parapsychological
experiences and spiritualistic writings do not seem to be fully identical with the traditional
afterlife descriptions of any specific religion. Indeed, Raymond Moody points out this as
follows: "I have not heard a single reference to a heaven or a hell anything like the customary
picture to which we are exposed in this society. Indeed, many persons have stressed how
unlike their experiences were to what they had been led to expect in the course of their
religious training."33

However, if these parapsychological experiences have some real value, then it is true
that they supply additional evidential support, weak or strong, in order to meet the historical
materialistic attacks based on the reductionist interpretations of human nature in terms of the
older epiphenomenalism or of the more recent mind-brain identity theory. Indeed, in an
attempt to strengthen the bastion of Islam against contemporary anti-religious forces, the
Muslim writers "see spiritualism as one of the strongest weapons in destroying prevailing
materialist philosophies."3¢ In addition to this, it may also be pointed out that they are not
explicitly incompatible with the general religious ideas concerning life after death in their

essence. Thus one can say that these empirical arguments as well as ethical ones do supply



some critical, convincing and cumulative grounds for belief in the life after death but not
conclusive proofs for it.3” They seem to have some really impressive and persuasive power; but
they are still open to critical evaluation from the perspectives of scientific truth, rational
interpretation, and Islamic compatibility. In this case, personal experience or general religious
faith seem to be the determining factor for belief in a life after death; and these ethical and
empirical arguments seem to be cumulative rational supports for that.

We have seen so far that there are two main common concepts of life after death in
contemporary Islamic thought. On the one hand, the vast majority of contemporary Muslims
continue to hold to the various versions of the traditional idea of a bodily resurrection
supporting their views with some of the evidence of modern parapsychology in addition to the
a priori religious and ethical arguments. On the other hand, the idea of the bodily re-creation
after a period of nonentity has also found some advocates among both some scholars who
claim that the Qur'anic understanding of human nature is actually a monistic one and some
philosophers or philosophically minded writers who are well informed about modern criticisms
of Cartesian dualism in the philosophy of mind.3® But both who believes the concept of
resurrection and who believes re-creation agree on some basic belief principles of faith. For
both of them the hope for future life depends on the existence and action of God not on the
immortality of the soul on its own natural power. In other words, as Richard Swinburne
advocates, for contemporary Muslims too, "If souls exist in purgatory or elsewhere without
their bodies or with totally new bodies, they do so by special divine act, not under their own
natural powers."3? Thus, theologico-ethical argument for life after death is another thing both
of them have in common. Moreover, both of them also agree with the general idea that there
will be a Day of Resurrection and human accountability and then an eternal life for all human
beings.

Heaven, Hell, and Eternality

In this point directly related to the question of revival of the physical body is that of
whether the joys and torments of the hereafter are to be understood as physical or spiritual,
akin to or totally different from the pains and pleasures we experience in our earthly bodies

While the responses to this question naturally represent a broad range of opinion, they seem to
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fall naturally into three distinguishable groups: affirmation of the physical nature of ultimate
recompense, denial of the physical in favour of its spiritual aspects, and the search for a median
or compromise position between these two alternatives. 4

The following statement by Muwahidi suggests what the orthodox position has been
on the realities of the afterlife: "The Quran presents a concrete picture of both heaven and hell
in which human life is fully embodied and in many ways like ours in this world."*" According
to him, in Islam life in heaven and hell is fully embodied. But, of course, a person need not
have all those incidental qualities and features that at times we have found in that person in this
world. Thus people need not be ill, mained, jealous, or the like in the resurrection world.4*

At the other end there are some writers who understand the pleasures and pains
promised by the Qur'an exclusively as spiritual. According to Muhammad Iqbal, for example.
"Heaven and Hell are states, not localities. The descriptions in the Quran are wisual
representations of an inner fact, i.¢., character. Hell, in the words of the Quran, 1s 'God's
kindled fire which mounts above the hearts' - the painful realisation of one's failure as a man
Heaven is the joy of triumph over the forces of disintegration."** Muhammad Hamidullah uses
similar terms, but in less pretentious expressions. "Paradise as a reward, and Hell as a
punishment," he says, "are but graphic terms to make us understand a state of things which is
beyond all notions of our life in this world....It is necessary to speak to every one according to
his capacity of understanding and of intelligence."44

A sizeable number of contemporary interpreters of Islamic doctrine choose to
maintain a middle position between the extremes of the physical and the spiritual
interpretations of the afterlife. In certain cases they view the nature of recompense as being
different circumstances. Mustafa Mahmud represents well this middle position in the
understanding of the afterlife. In his view "the Garden will contain all the different ranks from
the sensual to the purely spiritual, each one of us getting whatever he deserves."+* It seems that
this last position is closer to the truth both from the perspective of the Qur'an (9/72) and from
the point of view of what human beings deserve and desire. Nevertheless, it seems that for
most of the Muslims we should not expect to realize the true nature of the conditions of the life

after death with our limited faculties of knowledge. As the Qur'an (32/17) says "Now no



person knows what delights of the eye are kept hidden (in reverse) for them - as a reward for
their (good) deeds."

The last topic related to the eternal life is the question of temporary vs. eternal
punishment, as well as to whether or not the Fire itself will endure endlessly. Some Muslims
feel that both heaven and hell will continue forever. For them the "Qur'an emphatically states
that those who believe and do good work are the inheritors of paradise (al-Janar) where they
will live forever. And in the Qur'anic view eternal damnation is for those who refuse to believe
and do what Allah has enjoined upon mankind."# But for some other contemporary Muslims,
it goes without saying that Paradise will be eternal; but because of the mercy of God. the Hell
will not last eternally.

A great majority of the Muslim theologians affirm, on the basis of the Quranic verses
(4:48, 4:116) that God may pardon every sin and every crime except disbelief in God, and that
the punishment that would be meted out for this last sin would be eternal. Others opine that
even the punishment of disbelief may one day terminate by the grace of God. These
theologians deduce their opinions also from certain verses of the Quran (11:107. etc.).¥
In the words of Muhammad Igbal, "There is no such thing as eternal damnation in Islam. The
word 'eternity' used in certain verses, relating to Hell, is explained by the Quran itself to mean
only a period of time (78: 23)."4® According to this understanding, neither Hell is a place of
punishment only nor Heaven is a hedonistic holiday place. Hell is a temporary curative place or
state for the sinners in order to heal their spiritual diseases. The souls that are suffering from
spiritual diseases and do not come up to a certain standard will be sent to a quasi "spiritual
hospital" called hell.4° The spiritual progress also continues in Heaven. Iqbal states this
understanding of heaven and hell as follows: "Hell, therefore, as conceived by the Quran, 1s not
a pit of everlasting torture inflicted by a revengeful God; it is a corrective experience which
may make a hardened ego once more sensitive to the living breeze of Divine Grace. Nor is
Heaven a holiday. Life is one and continuous. Man marches always onward to receive ever
fresh illuminations from an Infinite Reality which 'every moment appears in a new glory."

As a result, one can say that among many different views of life after death defended

by the world religions and human thought there are basically two different concepts of life after



death articulated and advocated in contemporary Islamic thought: “re-creation” and
"resurrection”. The former is a more modern development in its basic understanding of life
after death but more classical in its arguments for that. The latter is a more traditional,
historical and popular Islamic belief about life after death in its basic concepts, but more
modern development in its arguments in the sense of having some new empirical or quasi-
empirical evidence for that. The difference between them is essentially based on the
understanding of the human being. While those who believe in resurrection describe the human
being in dualistic terms in one sense or another, the other group emphasises the Qur'anic origin
of the monistic understanding of the human being as an indissoluble self or psychophysical
unity. In this case, some contemporary Muslim thinkers or scholars understand the belief in the
life after death in the full literal sense of the re-creation of the person by God after his or her
death. Some other contemporary Muslim writers see it within the continuing common tradition
but in the support of new parapschological evidence as the resurrection of the body to be
rejoined with a continuing soul. It seems that this disagreement and debate is at present open
and could go either way depending on the developments in arguments and evidence based on
the scientific findings concerning the status of mental life and on the empirical
parapsychological experiences concerning life after death.

In spite of these two different views articulated and defended today i Islamic
thought, there are many points concerning life after death on which the great majority of
contemporary Muslim thinkers agree, sometimes compelling the traditional limits of
interpretation. Those are some of the Islamic beliefs about life after death which many
contemporary Muslim scholars or thinkers, who believe in re-creation or resurrection. have in
common. Death is not the end of human life. There 1s a real life and human accountability after
death which will actually occur in the world-to-come. It will be a kind of bodily life which both
preserves the personal identity here and is appropriate for the spiritual conditions or
developments there. Spiritual purification and progress will continue in the hell and heaven.
What is certain and unanimously agreed on to be eternal is only heaven. The only guarantee of

this eternal life and destiny is the existence, power, wisdom, justice and mercy of God.
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