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Shahid: a Framework on Islamic
Martyrdom

Shahid (Arabic, lit. «witness», pl. shuhada’) is a word often used
in the sense of «martyr». In the Kur’an it is attested in its primary
meaning (e.g. 11, 282, XXIV, 4) and also occurs as one of the divine
names (e.g. V, 117). Muslim scholars maintain that in a number of
verses shuhada’ means «martyrsy, as in III, 140,' IV, 69,> XXXIX, 69
and LVII, 19; and they explain in various ways how this meaning de-
rives from the verb shahida (see Lane, s.v.). Goldziher, in contrast,
thought that this sense of shuhadd’ was post-Kur’anic and reflected
the use among Christians of the Greek martys and Syriac sahda.’
What is not in doubt is that the Kur’an refers to the reward for those
slain in the way of God (fi sabil allah) (11, 154, 111, 157, 169, 1V, 74,
IX, 111, XLVIIL, 4-6).

A large body of traditions describes the bliss awaiting the martyr.
All his sins will be forgiven; he will be protected from the torments

! «So that God may know those who believe and may take shuhada’ from among
you.

? «Whoever obeys God and the messenger—they are with those whom God has
blessed, prophets, just men, shuhada’ and the righteous».

' Goldziher L., Muslim studies, ed. S.M. Stern, ed. and tr. C.R. Barber and S.M. Stern,
11 London 1971, 350-351; cfr. A.J. Wensinck, The oriental doctrine of the martyrs
(Mededeelingen der koninklijke Akademie van Wetenschappen, Afdeeling Letter-
kunde, Deel 53, Serie A, No. 6), Amsterdam 1921, 1, 9; Shahid, in Encyclopédie de
IIslam, Tome IX (San-Sze), ed. by C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs
and the late G. Lecomte, Leiden 1997, from here on abridged EL
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of the grave; a crown of glory will be placed on his head; he will be
married to seventy-two houris and his intercession will be accepted
for up to seventy of his relations. When the martyrs behold the de-
lights awaiting them, they will ask to be brought back to life and
killed again; but this is one request which even they will be denied.
The Kur’anic statement that the shuhada’ are alive (ahya’) is often
(but not always) interpreted literally.* According to some traditions,
the spirits of the martyrs will ascend directly to Paradise, there to
reside in the craws of green birds near God’s throne. During the Re-
surrection these spirits will be returned to the martyrs’ earthly bodies
and the martyrs will then be given their abode in Paradise (dar al-
shuhada’).

There are two main types of martyr, the difference between them
being marked by the fact that martyrs of the first type have special
burial rites while those of the second do not. The first type are
shuhada’ al-ma‘raka, «battlefield martyrs». They are referred to as
«martyrs both in this world and the next» (shuhada’ al-dunya wa ’I-
dkhira), meaning that they are treated as martyrs both in this world
(in that they undergo the special burial rites) and in the next.

The burial rites accorded to battlefield martyrs differ from those
accorded to other Muslims in the following ways:

(1) Ghusl [g.v.]. There is widespread agreement among Sunni and
non-Sunnit jurists that the martyr’s body should not as a rule be
washed. This position is based on the precedent of the Prophet’s ac-
tions at Uhud and elsewhere and on the belief that martyrdom re-
moves the impurity which adheres to a person’s body at death. A
minority view was held by some early authorities, including Sa‘id b.
al-Musayyab (d. ca. 94/713), al-Hasan al-BagrT [¢.v.] and the Bagran
‘Ubayd Allah b. al-Hasan al- Anbart (d. 168/785) (Ibn Rushd, Biday-
at al-mudjtahid, 11, 10). Their view is that the Prophet acted in ex-
traordinary circumstances and that his actions should therefore not
serve as a precedent; in addition, they hold that martyrs are subject to
the same laws of impurity as others. A special case is the martyr who
dies without having performed the ghus! following sexual inter-

* See D. Gimaret, Une lecture mu ‘tazilite du Coran, Louvain-Paris 1994, 120 and
202-203
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course. Jurists who hold that his body should be washed include Aba
Hanifa, the Hanbalis and the Ibadis. These jurists cite the precedent of
the Ansari Hanzala b. Abl ‘Amir: he was with his wife when called
upon to fight at Uhud and was killed before he could perform the
ghusl; the angels washed his body, and he is therefore known as
ghasil al-mala’ika. A further point, allegedly made by Abil Hanifa, is
that martyrdom does not cancel an impurity which adhered to a per-
son while he was still alive. Those who say that a martyr of this kind
should be treated like any other battlefield martyr by not being
washed include Abu Yisuf, al-Shaybani and some later Hanafis. Con-
flicting views on this point are also found among Malikis, Shafi‘ts,
Zaydis and Imamis.

(2) Clothes. The belief that the martyr’s blood-stained clothes will
constitute proof of his status on the Day of Judgement is the main
reason for holding that he should be buried in the garments in which
he was killed. But items of clothing which cannot normally serve as
shrouds (e.g. headgear, footgear, fur or skin clothes) may not be bur-
ied with him; nor should his weapons accompany him to the grave, as
this was a Djahili custom. The Shafi‘is, Malikis and Hanbalis main-
tain that if the martyr’s next of kin (aw/iya’) do not wish to bury him
in his garments, they may use shrouds instead.

(3) Prayer. There are conflicting accounts of the Prophet’s beha-
viour at Uhud: according to some he prayed over the martyrs, accord-
ing to others he did not. Those who hold that the former should serve
as a precedent include the Hanafls, Zaydis and Imamis. Opponents of
prayers over the martyrs include the Shafi‘ts and Malikis, as well as
many of the older Meccan and Medinese authorities. Ibn Hazm ar-
gues that both accounts are equally reliable and that either practice
may therefore be followed; while the Hanbalis are split over the issue,
depending on which of two riwayas from Ibn Hanbal they choose to
follow. One argument (attributed to al-Shafi‘l) against prayers over
the martyrs is that the martyrs are alive, while prayers are held only
for the dead. Another argument is based on the notion that the aim of
such prayers is to intercede on the dead person’s behalf; as the martyr
has been cleansed of all sins, he is in no need of such intercession. In
contrast, supporters of such prayers claim that no-one can dispense
with a request to God for His mercy and forgiveness, and that the
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martyrs, more than anyone else, deserve to have this request made on
their behalf.

There is some difference of opinion as to who is included in the
category of battlefield martyrs. While it is agreed that they are those
who went into battle in order to further God’s religion and in anticip-
ation of His reward (ihatisab), there are some jurists who add that
they must have died in a battle against unbelievers, whereas others
maintain that their death in battle should have been caused by an act
of injustice (zulm). Again, some jurists insist that these martyrs must
have been killed by an enemy soldier, while others do not make this
stipulation. All agree that death must be a direct and immediate result
of the wounds received, but the interpretation of this rule varies; it is
often taken to mean that the warrior must die before he has had a
chance either to eat, drink, sleep, receive medical treatment, be
moved away, or dictate his last will and testament. The Shafi‘Ts stipu-
late only that he should not have eaten during the time between his
injury and his death, and that his death should have occurred either
before or shortly after the battle ended.

Tradition has recorded the names of numerous battlefield martyrs
who died during the Prophet’s lifetime; they include members of his
immediate family, such as his paternal uncle Hamza b. ‘Abd al-Mutt
alib (known as sayyid al-shuhada’) and his cousin Dja‘far b. Abi T
alib [g.vv.]. Far greater numbers fell during the conquests which fol-
lowed the Prophet’s death. Most died on land, some at sea; the latter
are said to receive the reward of two martyrs who die on land. Many
fought with extraordinary bravery against heavy odds and their beha-
viour is cited as an example of the «wish for martyrdom» (talab al-
shahada). Such zeal was also common among various Kharidjt
groups. The number of martyrs of this kind declined with the end of
the first great wave of conquests, although it rose again whenever
particular historical circumstances (such as the Crusades) revived
calls for djihad.’ At the same time, the increasing importance attached
to the defense of the border areas led to the elevation of fallen
murdabitiin to the rank of martyrs.’ In eschatological times, martyrs

> Cfr. E. Sivan, L Islam et la croisade, Paris 1968, 60-62, 110, 134 and passim.
¢ See Ribat, in EL.
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will fight on the side of the Mahdi [g.v], just as the early martyrs
fought alongside the Prophet.

Battlefield martyrdom has captured the imagination of Muslims
throughout the ages. A martyr’s death in combat is the apogee of the
believer’s aspirations; it is the noblest way to depart this life (hence
the motif of the old man who rushes forth to battle) and is a guarantee
of God’s approval and reward. In his willingness to lay down his life
for a higher cause the believer overcomes that most basic of instincts,
fear of death. Nor is the reaction to his death necessarily one of grief:
there are accounts in mediaeval Sunni sources of mothers who ex-
press gratitude at the news of their sons’ martyrdom and forbid any
mourning over them; and similar reports have appeared in modern
times, most spectacularly on the Iranian side during the Iran-‘Irak war
(1980-1988). It is the behaviour of these mothers which is so striking,
regardless of whether it reflects their true feelings. The significance
of the martyr’s death transcends the individual; in the eyes of ordin-
ary Muslims, he endows his entire community with purity and grace,
and his immediate family are the object of admiration and support.
The second major type of martyr are the «martyrs in the next world
only» (shuhada’ al-Gkhira); they are not accorded distinctive burial
rites. Among them are the murtaththiin, lit. «those who are worn
outy, i.e. warriors who in other respects qualify as battlefield martyrs,
but whose death is not a direct and immediate result of their wounds.
The question whether a person is to be regarded as a battlefield mar-
tyr or as a martyr only in the next world arose particularly in three
cases. The first is that of a warrior accidentally killed by his own
weapon; one example is that of ‘Amir b. al-Akwa‘ (or b. Sinan),
whose sword lipped from his hand during the battle of Khaybar {g.v.]
and fatally wounded him. The Imamis and some Hanbalis maintain
that such a warrior is a battlefield martyr; others dispute this. The
second case concerns those killed by bughdat («rebels»).” For the Zay-
dis and Imams, the bughat are unbelievers, since they rose against a
legitimate ruler; hence those who fall while fighting them (such as

T Cfr. Kh. Abou El Fadl, Ahkam al-bughat: irregular warfare and the law of rebel-
lion in Islam, in Cross, crescent, and sword, ed. J.T. Johnson and J. Kelsay, New
York, Westport and London 1990, 149-176.
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‘AlT’s supporters in the battles of the Camel, Siffin and al-Nahrawan)
are considered to be battlefield martyrs. Sunni scholars generally re-
gard the bughat as erring Muslims and treat those who fall while
fighting them as the victims of injustice. For some Hanbalis, Hanafis
and Shafi‘ts, this is suficient grounds for according them the status of
battleficld martyrs; while those who hold that such a martyr must
have died in a war against unbelievers maintain that victims of the
bughat are shuhada’ al-akhira. Finally, there are those who die while
defending themselves, their families or their property against brig-
ands (lusiis)® or highway robbers (kutta® al-turuk). (The assumption
appears to be that these brigands and robbers are Muslims rather than
unbelievers.) Theirs is a special case, in that their death does not oc-
cur on a battlefield. Jurists none the less draw an analogy between
such persons and warriors who were killed on the battlefield. Accord-
ing to al-Awza‘1 [¢.v.] and some Hanafis and Hanbalis, they are to be
regarded as battlefield martyrs; most jurists, however, consider the
victims of brigands or highway robbers as martyrs in the next world
only.

The decrease in the number of battlefield martyrs that followed
the early conquests coincided (perhaps not fortuitously) with a large
extension of the category of martyrs in the next world only. These
further types may conveniently be grouped under three major head-
ings: t

(1) Persons who die violently or prematurely. Martyrs of this type
include:

(a) Those murdered while in the service of God. Foremost among
them are the caliphs ‘Umar, “Uthman (who is sometimes regarded as
a battlefield martyr) and ‘Ali. The Prophet himself was occasionally
described as a shahid, since his death was supposedly precipitated by
his tasting a piece of poisoned mutton offered him by Zaynab bt. al-H
arith at the time of the Khaybar expedition.

(b) Those killed for their beliefs. Pre-Islamic figures include vari-
ous prophets, most prominently Yahya (John the Baptist),” and right-
eous persons such as Habib al-Nadjdjar [¢.v.]. During the early years

&8 See Liss, in EI, V.
® For whom see e.g. Ibn Abi I-Dunya, Man ‘asha ba ‘da l-mawt, Cairo 1352/1934, 17-18

Shahid and Isiamic Martyrdom 135

of Muhammad’s mission Sumayya, the mother of ‘Ammar b. Yasir
[¢.v.] (who himself fell at Siffin), is said in some reports to have been
stabbed to death by Abi Djahl after she had openly embraced Islam;
some say that she was the very first martyr in Islam. An example
from the time of the mihna [g.v.] is that of Ahmad b. Nasr al-Khuza‘1,
who refused to acknowledge that the Kur’an was created and was be-
headed in 231/846 by order of the caliph al-Wathik. Those executed
by a ruler for enjoining him to do what is proper and forbidding him
from what is reprehensible (al-amr bi “I-ma‘rif wa l-nahy ‘an al-
munkar) are sometimes described as martyrs. Among Sufis, the most
renowned martyr is al-Halladj [¢.v.]."" The list of Imami Shi‘T martyrs
is particularly long, with many names appearing in the makatil literat-
ure; some became posthumously known as «al-Shahid» (e.g. al-
Shahid al-Thani [¢.v.]). The most prominent of these martyrs are the
Imams, with Husayn in particular occupying a unique position. He
has traditionally been regarded as having sacrificed himself in order
to revive the Prophet’s religion and save it from destruction; yet he
has also been seen (particularly in recent years) as a battlefield martyr
to be emulated for his willingness to fight for justice against all odds.
The tombs of Husayn and the other Imams are the most important
shrines in the Shi‘T world; many non-Shi‘T martyrs also generated a
cult, and their burial places became centres of pilgrimage.’!

(¢) Those who die through disease or accident. Early collections
of Hadith specifically mention victims of the plague (¢a ‘un [¢.v.]), of
pleurisy or of an abdominal disease (diarrhoea or colic), those who
drown, die in a fire or are struck by a falling house or wall, and wo-
men who die in childbirth; other forms of death were added at a later
date. According to al-Badji [g.v.], the elevation of these persons to
the rank of martyrs is divine compensation for the painful deaths
which they suffer.

(d) The «martyrs of lovey (shuhada’ al-hubb) and the «martyrs
who died far from home» (shuhada’ al-ghurba) may also belong
here. The former are, according to a Prophetic tradition, those who

1 See L. Massignon, The passion of al-Halldj: mystic and martyr of Islam, tr. H. Ma-
son, I Princeton 1982, 560-645.
Y See Mashhad, in EI, VL.
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love, remain chaste, conceal their secret and die.'? The latter are those
who leave their homes (e.g. in order to preserve their faith in times of
persecution) and who die in a foreign land.

(2) Persons who die a natural death, either (a) while engaged in a
meritorious act such as a pilgrimage, a journey in search of know-
ledge (talab al-ilm) or a prayer (including a prayer for death on the
battlefield; or (b) after leading a virtuous life. In ascetic circles, those
who died after spending their lives waging war against their appetit-
ive soul (nafs) were regarded as martyrs in the «greater djihad»;"” and
according to some Imami traditions, every believer (i.e. every Imami
Shi‘T), even if he dies in his own bed, is a shahid who will be treated
as if he had been killed fighting alongside the Prophet. Other Imami
traditions declare as martyrs those who in their lifetime practised
muddrat, i.e. who treated others in a friendly manner while conceal-
ing their true attitude towards them. It has been suggested that the ex-
tension of the term shahid to cover cases of non-violent death was a
reaction against what was deemed a fanatical enthusiasm for self-sac-
rifice."

(3) Living martyrs. They include those who, having joined the
«greater djihady, successfully fight their nafs. The Siift author Abu
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021) [q.v.] declares that the bat-
tlefield martyr is a shahid only externally (fi 'l-zahir); the true martyr
(fi ’l-hakika) is he whose nafs has been slain while he continues to
live in accordance with the SGff rules."

A number of questions relating to shahdda (particularly of the mil-
itary kind) were debated in theological circles. For example, a majority
of Mu‘tazilis are said to have held that «no one is allowed to wish for
martyrdom [...]. A Muslim is only obliged to wish for fortitude (sabr) to
bear the pain of wounds, should he be afflicted with them».

The argument put forward was that the Muslim’s wish for martyr-

2 Ton Dawiid, K. al-zahra [first part], ed. A.R. Nykl in collaboration with I. Tukan,
Chicago 1932, 66; see the discussion in J.-C. Vadet, L esprit courtois en Orient
dans les cing premiers siécles de I’hégire, Paris 1968, 307-316; L.A. Giffen, The-
ory of profane love among the Arabs, New York and London 1971, 99-115.

3 See Djihad, in EL 11

¥ Goldziher, Muslim studies..., 11, 352.

15 al-Sulami, Manahidj al-‘arifin, ed. by E. Kohlberg, in JSAI 1 (1979) 30.
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dom could only be fulfilled by his being killed; and since killing a
Muslim is an act of unbelief, it follows that the Muslim would be wish-
ing for such an act to take place. A related question concerns God’s atti-
tude to the death of His servants as martyrs. This question was already
addressed by the Ibadi ‘Abd Allah b. Yazid (fl. second half of the 2*/8"
century): he argued that since martyrdom could only come about
through death at the hands of a sinner, it followed that God wants (ak
abba) the sinner to perform the sin which God knows he will perform.
In his refutation of this view, the Zaydi Imam Ahmad al-Nasir (d.
322/934) maintained that God does not want sinners to kill believers,
nor does He determine that this should happen; only after a Muslim has
been killed does God refer to him as a shahid.'® For ‘Abd al-Djabbar
[q.v.], God’s wish that martyrdom should occur does not mean that He
wishes His servants to die: one may wish for something without wish-
ing for the prerequisites for its attainment. Mu‘tazili exegetes, in line
with their belief that God does not command evil, interpret the «permis-
sion» (idhn) of Kur’an 111, 166'” as meaning that God allowed the unbe-
lievers freedom of action (takhliya) by removing any obstacles from
their way; it does not mean that God decreed the death of the believers.

A genuine battlefield martyr is one whose actions proceed from the
right intention (niyya) [q.v.]. But people’s intentions are only known
to God; in this world people are treated according to their apparent
state. This means that even those who went into battle for the wrong
reasons (for instance, to show off their prowess or to partake of the
spoils) or without true belief in their hearts (as in the case of the mun-
afikiin) are nevertheless accorded the burial rites of the battlefield mar-
tyr (provided of course that they meet the other necessary conditions).
They are known as «martyrs in this world only» (shuhada’ al-dunya),
and will not enjoy the rewards of martyrs in the next world; indeed,
some reports say that they will suffer the torments of hell. The right in-
tention is also required of certain kinds of shuhada’ al-akhira (though
not, say, of victims of disease or accident); but there is no specific
term to designate the pseudomartyrs among them.

16 a|-Nasir, K. al-nadjat, ed. W, Madelung, Wiesbaden 1405/1985, 127-139.
" «And what happened to you on the day on which the two armies clashed happened
with God’s permission».
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martyr and the burial rites accorded to them, the category of «martyrs in the next world
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