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In Twelver Shi'a Islam, the wait for the return of the Twelfth Imam, Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-
Mahdi, at the end of time, overshadowed the value of actively seeking martyrdom. However,
what is the place of martyrdom in Twelver Shi'ism today?This book shows that the Islamic
revolution in Iran resulted in the marriage of Shi'i messianism and extreme political activism,
changing the mindset of the Shi'a worldwide. Suddenly, each drop of martyrs' blood brought the
return of al-Mahdi one step closer, and the Islamic Republic of Iran supposedly became the
prelude to the foretold world revolution of al-Mahdi. Adel Hashemi traces the unexplored area of
Shi'i discourse on martyrdom from the 1979 revolution-when the Islamic Republic's leaders
cultivated the culture of martyrdom to topple the Shah's regime-to the dramatic shift in the
understanding of martyrdom today. Also included are the reaction to the Syrian crisis, the
region's war with ISIS and other Salafi groups, and the renewed commitment to the defense of
shrines.This book shows the striking shifts in the meaning of martyrdom in Shi'ism, revealing the
real relevance of the concept to the present-day Muslim world.

"This ground-breaking work provides a new perspective on the reassertion of the concept of
martyrdom in contemporary Shi’i political thought and how the traditional understanding of
martyrdom has been reconceptualized in light of current geo-political conditions." ― Liyakat
Takim, Professor and Sharjah Chair in Global Islam, McMaster University, Canada --This text
refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorAdel Hashemi is a researcher in contemporary
Islam. He completed his Ph.D. at McMaster University. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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The Making of Martyrdom inModern Twelver Shī‘īsmIn loving memory of my father,Mohammad
Hossein HashemiContentsList of FiguresPrefaceIntroduction1 The Emergence of the Shī‘ī
Form of Martyrdom2 Martyrdom Revival in Twelver Shī‘īsm3 Revolution, War, and
Martyrdom4 Civic Martyrdom5 Martyrdom Reimagined6 Shrine Defenders: A New
Beginning7 From Karbalā to DamascusAppendix: Martyrdom in Classical
IslamNotesBibliographyIndexFigures3.1War zones propaganda6.1Mohsen Hojaji being
escorted moments before decapitation by ISIS fighters6.2The adaptation of Hojaji’s capture
painted by Hassan Rouholamin6.3Mourners attend the funeral procession of Hojaji in
Tehran6.4A portrait of Qasem Soleimani on the main road to the airport in Beirut6.5Coffins of
Qasem Soleimani and others killed by a U.S. drone strike surrounded by mourners during a
funeral procession in Tehran6.6We are the nation of martyrdom6.7Artworks showing doctors
during the Covid-19 pandemic like soldiers of the Iran-Iraq war6.8Celebration of Nowruz with
Qasem Soleimani depicted as an element of the Haft-Sīn tablePrefaceThis is a study of
martyrdom within the context of Islam. However, the focus of this work will be on martyrdom in
Twelver Shī‘īsm. I will particularly discuss the understanding and practice of martyrdom in
modern Iran, especially since the 1979 Islamic revolution. The foundation of this book comes
from my Ph.D. research. So, its development goes back to when I started my dissertation
research on the subject of martyrdom at McMaster University’s Department of Religious Studies.
A lot has changed in the politics of the Muslim world since I started this study. The most notable
development has been the outbreak of the Syrian civil war that turned into a full-fledged
sectarian conflict and significantly disrupted the social and political landscape of the Middle
East. This book will address how the ongoing conflicts affected the understanding of martyrdom
among the Shī‘ītes in the region, with particular attention to Iran and the role of the Islamic
Republic in channeling the zeal for martyrdom as it became directly involved in the proxy war in
Syria.Completing this work required support from various individuals, and I am deeply indebted
to many people whose support, assistance, and encouragement brought this book to fruition. I
would like to express the deepest appreciation to my Ph.D. director, Professor Liyakat Takim. He
gave me much needed direction and focus throughout my research for this project. I would also
like to acknowledge my appreciation to the rest of my dissertation readers and members of the
Department of Religious Studies at McMaster University for their helpful and insightful
comments and suggestions: Dr. Travis Kroeker, Dr. Dana Hollander, Dr. Celia E. Rothenberg,
and Dr. Eileen Schuller. I am also grateful to Dr. Paul Middleton from the University of Chester
and Dr. David Cook from Rice University, who took the time to read parts of the initial drafts of
this research and gave me invaluable feedback.Moreover, I owe a particular debt of gratitude to
Professor James Piscatori for all the inspiration and encouragement he gave me during my
graduate studies at the Australian National University. I feel this work would have turned out
weaker and differently had I not been exposed to his expertise on political Islam. My brief



experience of studying with him was one of the most precious things in my academic life.I am
grateful to Sophie Rudland, Senior Commissioning Editor, and Yasmin Garcha, Assistant Editor,
at Bloomsbury. They have been particularly supportive and cooperative from the start. I am also
very thankful to Ben Harris for copyediting the final version of the book with admirable editing
precision and care.Of course, completing this book would not have been possible without the
support of many friends and family. Special thanks and gratitude to my mother, Fatemah
Sabbaghian, whose love and good wishes have always been with me; forever, I will be grateful
for her being my hero and a wonderful and loving mother. Moreover, I am grateful for having my
wonderful siblings, Samira, Hamed, and Vahid, whose unconditional love and support have
been my source of inspiration. I would also like to thank my cousin, Dr. Nader Hashemi, Director
of the Center for Middle East Studies at Denver University, who has always been supportive both
intellectually and financially. Finally, my most important supporter throughout my graduate
studies and writing this book has been my wife and the love of my life, Naeimeh Jafari. Her
patience, unlimited love and support, and her positive attitude in all these years that we have
been together mean the world to me. She gave me the energy I needed to stay focused on this
book over the years. She has been much more than I deserve, a thoughtful wife, a loving mother,
a great friend, and a successful scientist. I have to finish by thanking God for giving us a lovely
and kind daughter, Noora. In the past six years, Noora has been the constant inspiration and joy
of my life.IntroductionWhat is Martyrdom?Death is not something one would desire under
normal circumstances by any means. Yet, it can be seen as a way (probably the last resort) to
escape from the harsh and unbearable realities of life. Those unbearable pressures, due to
severe stress, anxiety, public scandal, poverty, illness, and so on, would lead a person struggling
with them to end his or her life and all miseries by committing suicide. This inclination toward
death comes out of despair and would be out of the question for anyone living a happy or
bearable life. Choosing to die can provoke a heroic response when a compelling political,
humanitarian, social, ethical, or national related cause becomes the motive for taking one’s life,
actively or passively. These noble motives provide a meaning to the act of ending one’s life by
virtue of making it relatable to a sympathetic audience; hence, we may call them virtuous
suicides. These deaths occur to prove a point or to make a difference in the world of the
living.There remains a relatively new kind of death, called martyrdom, which evolved with the
development of the Abrahamic traditions, the idea of the existence of one supreme God, and the
concept of the afterlife. In other words, while acts of heroism in war (noble death), and
courageously being killed for one’s people, soil, and country had long been known and
recognized among people of ancient times, attributing a celestial value for the violent death
proved to be a new and important development in the history of Israelite religion just before the
turn of the Common Era. Although in the idea of noble death among the Greco-Roman pagans
we see traces of dying for gods in the form of the practice of devotio, as Jan Willem Van Henten
observed, the fallen heroes actually did not expect anything in return from the gods other than
the victory of their people through transferring the wrath of the gods to their enemy.1 What



martyrdom added to the topic was the otherworldly expectations arising from a virtuous suicide
when the primary motive for taking one’s life had to do with God, or more specifically, with Christ
in the case of Christian martyrdom. So, it is fair to claim that the idea of martyrdom, as we
understand it today, is a relatively new concept compared to the long history of religion on earth.
It begins in a certain period roughly around the end of the Second Temple era.The most
common and simple definition of martyrdom could be “dying for God.” The modern concept of
martyrdom, or the journalistic way of understanding this issue, however, makes martyrdom
synonymous with “the act of dying for a religious commitment.”2 In other words, martyrdom in
today’s popular understanding, particularly in the case of martyrdom in the Muslim world, has to
do with the willingness to kill and the intention to be killed for a religious conviction. The
expression of martyrdom in terms of religious commitments puts martyrdom in the same
category as all other (virtuous) suicides, which does not help us understand this phenomenon
accurately. As Paul Middleton has stated, unlike suicide in any of its forms, martyrdom, in its
original sense, is not anything close to “unfortunate necessity” or “an act of self destruction,” but
rather, for martyrs, choosing death actually means “rushing towards life.”3 Therefore, martyrdom,
in this sense, is almost completely different from the simple act of suicide.Scholars of martyrdom
have tried to define the concept of martyrdom with special attention to its Greek origin (“being a
witness”) so as to differentiate martyrdom from other forms of suicide. The definitions, however,
vary based on scholars’ views on the origin of the concept of martyrdom and whether
martyrdom can be traced to the pre-Christian era as well. Jan Willem van Henten and Friedrich
Avemarie, for example, argue for the existence of martyrdom before the Jewish and Christian
terminologies of martyrdom appeared, and define it almost without direct reference to God and a
particular religious tradition to expand the notion of martyrdom. For them, a martyr in an
“extremely hostile situation prefers a violent death to compliance with a demand of the (usually
pagan) authorities.”4 Arthur Droge and James Tabor also put together five criteria for any act to
be counted as martyrdom. Firstly, there should be situations of persecution. Secondly, the
necessity of martyrs’ noble and heroic choice of death. Thirdly, martyrs’ eagerness to die, even
to the point of killing themselves. Fourthly, the act of martyrdom resulting in vicarious benefits.
Finally, and the most important factor in their view, the expectation of after-death reward and
vindication.5Brad Gregory, in Salvation at Stake, comes with some prerequisites for any act to
be considered significant religious martyrdom, emphasizing the need for survivors who believe
in the virtue of the person who has been violently killed as a martyr. In other words, martyrdom is
not an objective issue; it should be witnessed and believed by others. Gregory also argues that
“the notion of martyrdom” needs to be cultivated in society. Moreover, there must be people
willing to punish what they regard as heterodoxy by death, and, on the other hand, there “must
be people willing to die for their religious convictions.”6 David Cook takes a similar stance and
sees martyrdom as a result of a clash between two opposing belief systems. For him, this clash
is “constructed in the minds of the martyr, the enemy, the audience and the writer of the
historical-hagiographical narrative.”7Other scholars have tried to connect the origin and



definition of martyrdom to either Judaism or Christianity. The argument for the role of the Jewish
tradition in martyrdom is that, although martyrdom became widespread and relevant in the
Christian world during the first couple of centuries through “persecution, suffering and death” of
the early Christians, the roots of the concept go back to the Jewish proto-martyrs described in
the books of Daniel and Maccabees.8 In other words, scholars like William Frend have argued
that Christian martyrdom was actually inspired by Jewish traditions a couple of centuries before
the Common Era.9 On the contrary, Glen Bowersock, in his Martyrdom and Rome, argues that
Christian writings on martyrdom introduced the idea in Judaism as the stories of slain Jews were
written after the accounts of (Droge & Tabor, 1992, p. 237) Christian martyrs.10 Basically,
Bowersock’s thesis is that Christian martyrdom was something entirely new and had no
antecedents. Daniel Boyarin takes the middle ground, arguing that one cannot make a case for
whether martyrdom originated in Christianity or Judaism as the Christian and Jewish traditions
in the first two centuries were not “two separate entities” to make us think of “one (and not the
other-either-one) as the point of origin of a given practice.”11 He then proposes his definition
and considers martyrdom “as a ‘discourse,’ as a practice of dying for God and of talking about it,
a discourse that changes and develops over time and undergoes particularly interesting
transformations among rabbinic Jews and other Jews, including Christians, between the second
and the fourth centuries.”12Putting aside the Christian versus Jewish debate on the origin of
martyrdom, some scholars root for the Greco-Roman tradition of the noble death, which made
death “fashionable,”13 as the basis for the development of martyrdom in Abrahamic religions.14
Finally, Judith Perkins postulates a different view. She neither pays attention to the comparison
of the martyrdom-like examples in different traditions nor seeks the roots of martyrdom in
persecutions, sense of heroism (in noble death), or keeping the law (in the Jewish cases like the
Maccabees), but values the cultural and social significance of suffering, particularly among
Christians, that created the phenomenon of martyrdom.15To sum up, as Paul Middleton argues
in Radical Martyrdom and Cosmic Conflict in Early Christianity, none of the positions mentioned
above draw a perfect picture of the nature and origin of martyrdom.16 There are many factors
essential in the formation of the concept of martyrdom. Or, we might say that martyrdom is an
umbrella term for a recurring concept in history with different forms and factors.Martyrdom from
Bible to the Qur’an“Even if for the present I would avoid the punishment of mortals,” Eleazar
confidently declares, “yet whether I live or die I shall not escape the hands of the Almighty.
Therefore, by bravely giving up my life now, I will show myself worthy of my old age; and leave to
the young a noble example of how to die a good death willingly and nobly for the revered and
holy laws.”17 A couple of centuries later, Rabbi Akiva also proudly makes this clear to his
disciples just before his last breath: “Throughout my life I have been troubled about this verse,
[And thou shalt love the Lord with all thy soul …] and with all thy soul which means: Even if he
take thy life. For said I, ‘When will it be in my power to fulfil it?’ But now that the opportunity is
mine, shall I not fulfil it?”18 Also, just a few years later his contemporary, Polycarp, fearlessly
faces burning in fire and replies to his executioner: “Eighty and six years have I served him



[Christ], and he has done me no wrong. How then can I now blaspheme my King and my
Saviour?”19 Next, fast-forward to 680, and it is Ḥusayn who stands tall and raises his voice
against a hostile army, saying, “Do you not see how right is not acted upon and falsehood is not
prevented? Then let the believer desire the meeting with God, for I see death as being nothing
other than happiness while life with the oppressors as the most undesirable.”20 Facing death to
avoid the transgression of God’s law, hoping for the otherworldly reward, loving God to the end,
imitating “the Lord” in his suffering, or fulfilling God’s command to glorify his name all acted in
one way or another as motivations for these exemplary believers and their like-minded
contemporaries to shed their blood. By doing so, they set the bar for generations to come in their
respective traditions when the opportunity comes to give up their lives for God and to embrace
martyrdom.What did lead the early faithful adherents of Abrahamic traditions to come up with
the idea of giving up life, their most precious possession, for a God-related cause? What in the
second century found its own term (martyrdom) did not appear out of the blue; rather, it
developed slowly, beginning several centuries earlier, and various factors influenced its
formation along the way. Dealing with the history and formation of martyrdom is out of the scope
of the current study. In a nutshell, the development of the concept of martyrdom had probably
something to do with the troubled relationship between God and his people: sin and
disobedience to his covenants, which (allegedly) resulted in the Hebrews’ punishment by exile
and death and destruction at the hands of foreign nations. The calamities which they faced
through exile and later persecutions were understood by the Hebrews to be the direct result of
their sin; hence, for the Israelites, submission to violent death and destruction seemed the
necessary price they had to pay in order to achieve atonement and win back God’s trust and
support.Besides the issue of sin, fear of God or avoiding his wrath and punishment was another
rationale, elaborated in the late Jewish scriptures, for sticking to God’s law even to the point of
death. In that sense, the faithful would endure any worldly pain, torture, and punishment by the
hands of pagans in order not to violate God’s covenant and thereby face his incomparable and
unbearable otherworldly punishment. There was also the issue of the promised God’s
eschatological rewards, which compelled believers like the pious Jews mentioned in the book of
Maccabees to choose death over negating God’s law in the face of tyrannical rule. Similarly, we
see many references to the virtue of dying for God which revolved around the biblical
commandment to love the Lord unconditionally. It seems that, for Jews and Christians in the
early Common Era, the love of God provided a stronger motivation and rationale for martyrdom
than the fear of God. In other words, martyrdom could be best described by the martyr’s
absolute devotion to God and his/her commitment to love him. Hence, Clement famously
considered martyrdom “the perfect work of love.”21 Derived from the love of God’s
commandment, we can discern the impact of the Christian duality of God vs. Satan or the
cosmic battle between the forces of good and evil on the formation of the concept of martyrdom.
In other words, martyrs in this sense were soldiers of God, and eager to shed their blood as one
step toward the promised kingdom of God. Christian martyrdom in its fully developed



understanding, more than anything else, had to do with the combination of extreme love of God
and the commitment to participate in the cosmic battle between good and bad and the eventual
victory of God over Satan. So, by the time Islam emerged in the late seventh century, the
concept of martyrdom had been already well understood among the Jews and Christians of the
time, especially in terms of the love of God and its eschatological and cosmic ramifications.
Islam then borrowed the terminology of martyrdom from those traditions.In my understanding of
the issue, a difference between the concept of martyrdom in Islam and that of Judaism and
Christianity is that in Islam, unlike its predecessors, martyrdom emerged during the lifetime of its
founder (Prophet Muhammad), and was first articulated by him as part of the process of state-
building.22 The crucifixion of Jesus was crucial in shaping Christian theology, therefore imitating
Jesus through suffering persecution and being killed for the sake of Christ were viewed as great
virtues and created the foundation of martyrdom in the Christian tradition. Within Islam, by
contrast, it was Muhammad’s life and his efforts to build a social order in this world, and not his
death or his status after death, that shaped Muslim identity and behavior. Therefore, for Muslims,
the very death of Muhammad itself has had minimal impact on Islamic theology in general, and
the concept of martyrdom in particular. The Qur’an, in fact, separated the fate of the Prophet
from the essence of Islam. In early Islam, martyrdom was developed because of Muhammad’s
efforts to establish a faith-based society; his direct collision with the Meccan pagans needed
sacrifices by his followers on a regular basis. While in early Christianity, when martyrdom
emerged among Christians, the focus was mostly on otherworldly salvation through faith in
Christ, his crucifixion, the second coming, and the final cosmic battle between God and Satan,
from the beginning Muslims fought to create a just social order in the form of an Islamic state. In
other words, martyrdom in Islam started with an objective purpose to facilitate the establishment
of God’s law. The emphasis on jihad in the path of God was, in fact, a major theme in the Qur’an,
with several verses addressing the issue; hence, jihad gained significant value in the eyes of
early Muslims.23 In this sense, for the early Muslims, martyrdom or dying while struggling in the
path of God was the pinnacle of jihad and it had to be regulated. So, among the first criteria that
were developed for the act of martyrdom to be considered a righteous act, the martyr’s intention
before death was seen as the essential factor in martyrdom. In other words, as David Cook and
Asma Afsaruddin have touched on the issue, in Islam, personal intention was key to the moral
worth of the act of martyrdom.24The appendix provides an in-depth discussion of the Islamic
definitions of martyrdom and its criteria. Here, I begin with a brief lexical study of martyrdom in
the Qur’an. The Arabic word for martyrdom is itishhādah )استشهاد(, and martyr is shahīd )شهید(,
meaning “witness.” The Qur’an did not coin the term used for the concept of martyrdom; it
appears that Islam probably borrowed it from Christianity. Arthur Jeffrey in the Foreign
Vocabulary of the Qur’an observes that the word shahīd “itself is genuine Arabic, but its sense
was influenced by the usage of the Christian communities of the time.”25 In the Qur’an, the
words from the root sh-h-d )ش ه د( and its variant forms appear around 160 times in various
contexts. Of all those terms from the root sh-h-d, the word shahīd, which is at the center of our



discussion, is generally understood according to its lexical meaning of “legal witness,” or simply
“witness.”26 In some verses, God calls himself shahīd, in the sense that he witnesses everything
in the world and does not miss anything.27 Yet, in a few cases, shahīd in its plural form
(shuhadā) sits ambiguously beside terms like “the Prophets,” “the truthful” (those who bear
witness to the truth), and “the righteous.”28 According to the Qur’an, those groups all join
together as recipients of God’s mercy and blessings on the day of judgment. In one of the
verses, the Qur’an actually defines shuhadā as “those who believe in God and his
messengers.”29 The Prophet Muhammad himself is specifically mentioned in the Qur’an as a
witness (shahīd) to his people, above all other witnesses of the community.30 In a couple of
verses, believers are quoted praying to God to be included with those who bear witness
(shāhidīn).31 Finally, the Qur’an speaks about God’s knowing and having power over both the
“seen” (shahādah) and “unseen” (ghayb) worlds.32It is safe to argue that the term shahīd and its
siblings in the Qur’an have little in common with the meaning of martyr as one being killed for
God’s sake. Although the concept of martyrdom is present in the Qur’an, its terminology did not
make it in the book. There are some verses that, without mentioning the term shahīd, speak
about jihad in the path of God and promise to those who will be killed in this way the greatest
rewards in the afterlife, including a guaranteed place in paradise and the forgiving of their sins.
Perhaps this is why gradually it became a common belief among Muslims that there are actually
exclusive rewards, as mentioned, for martyrs. Verses 9:111 and 3:169–70 are important and
among the most cited verses by Muslim scholars when it comes to the otherworldly rewards of
martyrs.33 However, even in these verses, the emphasis on the martyr’s rewards is to contrast
them with the ill fate of unbelievers and hypocrites. In the case of the latter, for example, verse
3:168 talks about those who argue that the slain Muslims were losers who could have done
better with their lives instead of dying on the battlefield.34 In this context, the counterargument in
verses 3:169–70 emphasizes and visualizes the very happy ending of martyrs, counting them as
true winners. So, it is not really about the privilege of martyred believers over their non-martyred
counterparts, rather, it seems to be more of a showcase to demonstrate the binary of believers
versus non-believers and their eternal happiness vs. misery, respectively.In fact, what can be
implied from the Qur’an as a whole is that not only slain “martyrs,” but also, as a general rule,
those who sincerely believe in God, his messengers, and the day of judgment, and perform
good deeds will end up in paradise with their sins being forgiven by then;35 and this was, of
course, a well-established fact among Muslims from the beginning.36 It can be said, though,
that not everyone is at the same level, so those who dare to sacrifice their greatest possession,
their lives, for God’s sake must get the greatest rewards. While this might be reasonable and is
found in the ḥadīth literature, the Qur’an did not distinguish between the rewards of martyrs and
those of other believers. In verses 4:69–70, being an obedient believer is counted as equal to
those chosen servants of God including shuhadā:Whoever obeys God and the Messenger will
be among those he has blessed: the messengers, the truthful, those who bear witness to the
truth [shuhadā], and the righteous—what excellent companions these are! That is God’s favour.



No one knows better than him.Most exegetes interpret shuhadā in the verse as “martyrs,”37
though some stick to its literal meaning and read shuhadā primarily as bearing witnesses to truth
(God) and people’s deeds.38 Reading shuhadā in this verse (and other similar verses) as
“martyrs” even reveals that martyrdom and being killed in the path of God does not provide
membership to an exclusive club of elites. Martyrs share this position with other sincere
believers who simply happen to miss martyrdom despite otherwise being at the same level of
faith of, or even above, those who actually die violently as martyrs. The Qur’an, in fact, uses this
indiscriminate approach in praising all true believers regardless of their fate in this world: “There
are men among the believers who honoured their pledge to God: some of them have fulfilled it
by death, and some are still waiting. They have not changed in the least” (33:23). However, a
kind of counterargument would say that the category of martyrs (if we interpret shuhadā as
referring to martyrs) is exemplified and praised in the Qur’an, and this in effect is a privilege for
them that others have to wish to be honored by accompanying the martyrs in heaven.Speaking
about exclusive rewards reserved for martyrs is more in tune with post-Qur’anic traditions than
with the explicit text of the Qur’an itself. As discussed, no such privilege exists in the Qur’an.
Perhaps this was due to the fact that during the lifetime of the Prophet, inspired by his presence
and charisma, Muslims had more zeal and willingness to die for the sake of the newly emerged
monotheistic religion. Hence, there was no serious need for the Qur’an to overemphasize the
merit of martyrdom in the form of exclusive and extraordinary otherworldly rewards for the
martyrs. However, this is not to say that everyone willingly rushed to jihad and martyrdom under
the Prophet’s rule; judging by the Qur’an itself, despite his charisma, even Muhammad himself
on some occasions had a hard time convincing his followers to take up arms and fight for Islam
without reservation and fear of destruction. We know this from a couple of verses where the
Qur’an seems frustrated with some Muslims’ reluctance toward jihad in the path of God.39The
full-blown concept of martyrdom in Islam as we understand it today was theorized after the
Prophet in ḥadīth and theological works. I speculate that traditions that highlight the unmatched
merits of martyrdom came to light after the Prophet due to an urgent need to encourage the
rather reluctant Muslims tired of military campaigns to take serious risks and willingly give up
their lives in cases of necessity (particularly due to the constant threat of the Byzantine Empire
since the start of the conquests in the early seventh century).40The Qur’an’s lack of emphasis
on martyrdom is clear in the absence of explicit historical reference to past martyrs. Interestingly
enough, other than the general verses that praise those slain in the path of God, there is no
account of martyrdom in the Qur’an. Many biblical figures and martyrs, such as John the
Baptist,41 are mentioned by the Qur’an, but in most cases the focus is on the story of their lives,
actions, and missions, and not on their martyrdom. Above all, Jesus in the Qur’an is not
crucified, a position that challenges the entire martyrdom paradigm in Christianity.42 There are a
few exceptions, such as the Pharaoh’s sorcerers; yet in their case, the Qur’an does not clarify
whether the Pharaoh actually kills them for their belief in Moses or whether somehow they
manage to escape death.43 So, what matters most in the Qur’an is the story of their conversion



and faith and not their eventual fate. Another Qur’anic story with the theme of martyrdom is again
related to Moses, where a closeted believer among the Pharaoh’s family reveals his belief in
God and asks the Pharaoh to spare Moses’s life.44 Again, the believer’s fate is not clear as it
has nothing to do with the moral of the story. On one occasion, however, we see the Qur’an’s
partial focus on a death narrative in the story of the unknown Companions of the Pit (Aṣḥāb al-
ukhdūd), in which a group of believers are burned to death in a huge fire.45 The narration,
however, is so mysterious and ambiguous that exegetes cannot agree on whether the
Companions of the Pit are the victims or the killers (the most likely scenario).46Moreover, the
Qur’an does not even explicitly celebrate the martyrdom of high-profile early Muslim martyrs,
most prominently among them Ḥamzah, the Prophet’s younger uncle, who was killed at the
battle of Uḥud in 625.47 This was despite the fact that he was seen as the champion of Islam
and crucial in the early success and development of the religion, and his martyrdom was a
severe blow to the young Muslim community of Medina;48 hence, the Prophet posthumously
called him sayyid al-shuhadā (“the lord of the martyrs”),49 a title which later was used for
Ḥusayn, the third Shī‘ī Imām.50Previous Studies on Martyrdom in IslamThe concept of
martyrdom has often been examined in the form of case studies, and in Twelver Shī‘īsm it is the
martyrdom of Ḥusayn, the third Imam, that dominates the discussion of martyrdom. Most of the
studies on martyrdom in Shī‘īsm discuss the redemptive effects of Ḥusayn’s martyrdom and its
social and political consequences.51 Other works were conducted in an anthropological and
specifically ethnographic context focusing on symbols and rituals related to commemorating
Ḥusayn and the other Imams’ martyrdom.52 There are also general works that broadly compare
and contrast the classical and modern understanding of martyrdom in Islam by looking at both
Sunni and Shī‘ī traditions.53 Yet, several other works mostly focus on jihad and martyrdom in the
modern period, particularly suicide bombings inspired by jihadist ideologies. They specifically
deal with political and/or legal issues related to jihad and suicide bombing, particularly in the
Sunni world.54 There are also some encyclopedia entries on martyrdom, which provide a good
overview of the meaning of martyrdom in the Qurʼan and ḥadīth literature.55Of all the works
mentioned above, David Cook’s book, Martyrdom in Islam, is the most comprehensive study of
martyrdom in general which covers materials from Sunni, Sufi, and Shī‘īte Islam with a very
short introductory comparative review of the phenomenon of martyrdom in the world religions.
His argument, with which I agree, is that martyrdom in the formative period of Islam was not an
essential theme, rather it was primarily a by-product of jihad in the path of Allāh against the
enemies of Islam. I will discuss this concept in more detail in Chapter 2. Cook then goes on to
distinguish different categories of martyrdom and (general and specific) rewards associated with
it as delineated in the post-Qurʼanic ḥadīth literature; these include active martyrdom on the
battlefield as well as different sorts of passive or non-violent martyrdoms, or even the case of
martyrs of love (a sincere lover who dies while chasing their love). Cook, moreover, speaks
about sectarian martyrdom and how Shī‘īsm developed its own understanding of martyrdom
around the idea of persecution at the hands of dominant Sunnis, particularly in the first three



centuries, quite similar to early Christian martyrdom. He wraps up his discussion by turning to
martyrdom in the contemporary context in which he pays attention to new jihadist ideologies that
emerged in the twentieth century and their use of martyrdom for their purpose, particularly in the
form of suicide attacks.Meir Hatina’s book, Martyrdom in Modern Islam, can be seen as a sequel
and an updated version of Cook’s Martyrdom in Islam. Hatina also begins his book with a short
comparative study of martyrdom in the three Abrahamic religions before turning to contemporary
Islam. His discussion of martyrdom in the modern period as a result of the rise of political Islam
benefited from his careful and meticulous analysis of the classic martyrdom literature. This was
similar to what Cook did in his book. Hatina’s main argument is that martyrdom cannot be
summarized in the mere act of sacrifice for a religiously motivated cause; rather, it is a discursive
phenomenon coming from a mixture of cultural, political, and historical narratives. In his words,
“the martyr has no existence without memorialization, commemoration, and narration.”56 In his
last two chapters, as is common in the studies of martyrdom in the contemporary period, Hatina
deals with martyrdom in the form of suicide attacks by providing a comprehensive literature
review of the subject among Muslim scholars. Hatina also observes the importance of Ayatollah
Khomeini’s pan-Islamism and his emphasis on sacrifice for Islam as a driving force behind the
rise of suicide attacks by the Shī‘ītes in Lebanon in early 1980s; a practice which eventually
“penetrated the Sunni discourse,” and made active martyrdom an essential part of Sunni
extremists, such as al-Qaeda and Hamas in Palestine.57Finally, since many studies on
martyrdom are connected to the issue of jihad, I finish this brief literature review with Asma
Afsaruddin’s excellent work, Striving in the Path of God, which, like Cook and Hatina’s books, as
well as this book, tends to provide a holistic history of ideas related to jihad and martyrdom
(though mostly the former). Her approach is to juxtapose the two ends of the concept of jihad,
which she summarizes in two key words: qitāl (“fighting”), associated with military jihad and
martyrdom, and ṣabr (“patience”) which reflects the idea of non-violent jihad. Her main argument
is that the growth of the militant aspect of jihad and martyrdom is a product of later
developments in Islam.Thesis and PlanThe central thesis of this study is that martyrdom in
Shī‘īsm has been developed to differentiate itself from the classic understanding of martyrdom.
As a minority sect for most of its formative history, Shī‘īsm embraced and internalized
martyrdom and redefined it with added theological significance inherited from the paradigm-
shifting martyrdom of Imam Ḥusayn in 680. Ḥusayn’s martyrdom became the blood running
through the veins of all other Shī‘ī movements and revolts until today. As the martyrs of Karbalā
went down like a moth around a candle to sacrifice themselves before Ḥusayn, martyrdom in
Twelver Shī‘īsm evolved to be seen as dying for the sake of the Imams. This came from the tenet
of Twelver Shī‘īsm that holds the Prophet and the Imams as the gates of God and the only
means to achieve salvation. However, a paradoxical dilemma of Twelver Shī‘īsm was that it grew
out of the blood of its martyred saints but, since the tragedy of Karbalā and in particular after the
period of the historical Imams at the beginning of the tenth century, adopted a doctrinally quietist
appearance. This awkward situation ultimately was destined for change in the modern period in



favor of political activism and the revival of martyrdom seeking to champion the cause of the
Imams. As the Islamic revolution of 1979 gave birth to an increasingly powerful Twelver Shī‘ī
government, martyrdom was glorified unprecedently and tied to the state’s domestic and
regional hegemonic aspirations as a stride toward global Shī‘ī dominance and the long-awaited
messianic ideals. This was best demonstrated during the recent Syrian crisis and the Iran-led
coalition of Shī‘ī fighters to defeat the rise of Salafī jihadis in the region.This book consists of
seven chapters and an appendix in addition to this introduction. Chapter 1 discusses the
formation of sectarian martyrdom during the formative stage of Shī‘īsm. It goes on to review
historical events, most importantly the martyrdom of Ḥusayn and later Shī‘ī-branded revolts in
response to the tragedy of Karbalā. The chapter ends with a short discussion of martyrdom
according to Twelver Shī‘ī traditions. Chapter 2 tracks the development and revival of ideas and
practices of martyrdom among Sunni Islamists, particularly since the abolition of the Caliphate in
1924. The chapter also discusses the parting point between the discourses of martyrdom in
modern Sunnism and modern Twelver Shī‘īsm. The chapter ends with examining the rise of
political activism and martyrdom-seeking in Iran prior to the 1979 Islamic revolution.Chapter 3
continues the discussion of the development and revival of martyrdom in contemporary Twelver
Shī‘īsm by evaluating the impact of the Islamic revolution and the eight-year war between Iran
and Iraq from 1980 to 1988 on the revived attention to the concept of martyrdom by the leaders
of the Islamic Republic. Chapter 4 discusses the concept of civic martyrdom in Iran following the
war and the formative stage of the Islamic Republic. It examines the various forms of state-
sanctioned martyrdom and shows the depth of martyrdom-seeking culture beyond war zones. It
ends with a quick discussion of the appropriation of the concept of martyrdom by opposition
movements.Chapters 5 and 6 track the most recent developments in the concept of martyrdom
in Twelver Shī‘īsm. They discuss how the sectarian tensions in the past two decades produced a
new zeal for martyrdom-seeking among the Shī‘a. The chapters focus on the phenomenon of
shrine defenders that emerged during the Syrian civil war and was popularized particularly with
the rise and fall of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria. Chapter 7 tries to make sense of the
development of martyrdom in Twelver Shī‘īsm by connecting the current state to the martyrdom
of Ḥusayn and the long-overdue messianic hopes of the return of al_Mahdi, the foretold
redeemer of humanity.Finally, the appendix surveys the classical understanding of martyrdom
according to Sunni ḥadīth literature and Qurʼanic exegesis (tafsīr). It serves as a reference for
the classic definitions, criteria, and rewards of martyrdom that, in the most part, are shared with
the Shī‘ī tradition.1The Emergence of the Shī‘ī Form of MartyrdomMartyrs of the Community:
Sectarian FactorHistorically speaking, in Islam, martyrdom in the form of violent death for one’s
belief in God (and his Prophet) at the hands of unbelievers (as it was the case in early
Christianity) was limited to a relatively short period before the migration of Muslims from Mecca
to Medina in 622. During that time, those who had accepted Muhammad as the Prophet were
persecuted by the pagans of Mecca. Most of the poor and unprotected Muslims were targeted
by the Meccans. They were usually tortured to the point of death unless they renounced their



faith. However, we can name just a handful of Muslim martyrs who were killed because of their
faith in the Prophet.1 Perhaps the most famous Muslim tortured in that period was Bilāl, one of
the Prophet’s most trusted and loyal companions. Bilāl was a slave of a Meccan merchant, and
after conversion to Islam, he was severely tortured by his master, Abū Jahl. When he was on the
verge of martyrdom, Abū Bakr, probably by the order of Muhammad, negotiated with Bilāl’s
master and finally freed him.2 Although Bilāl was not martyred, he has been remembered as a
paradigmatic martyr-like hero in early Islam.Not all fellow Muslims who were tortured were as
fortunate as Bilāl, as Sumayyah and her husband Yāsir (two elderly and lower-class followers of
Muhammad) did not survive the harsh treatment of the Meccan pagans; they have been
regarded as the first martyrs in Islam.3 However, at the center of attention was their young son,
‘Ammār, not due to martyrdom but because he, like Bilāl, escaped martyrdom. ‘Ammār was
among the first converts and remained a very loyal friend and companion of the Prophet; yet he
recanted his faith to survive torture whereas his parents did not. It is reported that Muhammad
received ‘Ammār warmly after the incident and endorsed his tactical and non-genuine betrayal.4
Reportedly, a verse of the Qurʼan (16:106)5 was revealed regarding that incident to vindicate
‘Ammār.6 The verse also cleared the way for adopting the practice of taqīya (cautionary
dissimulation of religious belief and practice in the face of persecution), especially by the Shī‘a
as a minority sect. Nevertheless, ‘Ammār himself was martyred on the battlefield years later in
his old age in 657 as he fought for ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib, the first Shī‘a Imām.7 Al-Balādhurī states
that at the time of his martyrdom, Muslims knew a ḥadīth from the Prophet stating that: “‘Ammār
is always with the truth and he would be killed by a group of rebels.”8 ‘Alī also allegedly paid
tribute to ‘Ammār, acknowledging that no one had the slightest doubt that ‘Ammār was destined
to heaven and his murderer would go to hell.9 Hence, when he was martyred in the battle of
Ṣiffīn (fought between ‘Alī, the then-Caliph, and Mu‘āwīyah ibn Abī Sufyān, the governor of Syria
and future Umayyad Caliph), the followers of ‘Alī used the incident as proof of the righteousness
of their leader, on the one hand, and of the hypocrisy of Mu‘āwīyah and his followers, on the
other. In response, Mu‘āwīyah claimed that the real killer of ‘Ammār was the one who brought
him to the battle in the first place (that is, ‘Alī).10In Shī‘ī sectarian literature, other than the
Ghadīr tradition in which Muhammad allegedly appointed ‘Alī as his successor and pointed to
his wilāyah over all Muslims, we see Muhammad’s individual recommendations to his close
companions regarding ‘Alī. According to a tradition, Muhammad revealed to ‘Ammār the
turbulent future of Islam after his death and demanded him to follow ‘Alī and fight on his side; he
then told ‘Ammār, “obeying ‘Alī is like obeying me (Muhammad), and obeying me is like obeying
Allāh.”11 It was in the light of this tradition that the Shī‘a interpreted the martyrdom of ‘Ammār. In
retrospect, what made the martyrdom of ‘Ammār so special for the later Shī‘a was that it served
in a way to defend the Caliphate/Imamate of ‘Alī. ‘Ammār was a sage for the community, and a
towering figure in early Shī‘īsm; hence, both in his forced betrayal as a young follower of the
Prophet and in his controversial martyrdom as a respected disciple of ‘Alī, ‘Ammār was influential
in how the later Shī‘a approached and formulated martyrdom as the last resort for the defense of



faith and a tribute to the truth that (for them) lies on the side of the proper authority of the time
(the Prophet and the Imams). It is important here to note again that this is a retrospective reading
of history as, at the time, until the middle of the second Islamic century, there was no completely
distinguishable Shī‘a identity with its own specific coherent theology. However, we can argue
that history makes faith, in the sense that every aspect of an established belief system can be
traced back in recorded history and the collective knowledge and traditions of the people
adhering to the faith. Hence, the martyrdom of ‘Ammār and other early followers of the Prophet’s
family should have had profound effects on shaping the concept of martyrdom in Shī‘īsm as we
know it today.In the early period of Muhammad’s tenure in Mecca, martyrdom, or being killed for
one’s faith, was not something that Muslims were seeking, though it was honorable for those
who could not escape it. The blood of Muslims was needed to flow through their veins rather
than on the ground when the Muslim community was small and vulnerable. Hence, the Prophet
asked those Muslims in danger to secretly migrate to the Aksumite Empire of Ethiopia to escape
persecution and possible martyrdom; ‘Ammār was one of them.12 The situation, however,
changed dramatically in Medina where the Prophet received the much-needed allegiance of the
city’s two major tribes, the Aws and Khazraj. He established a local Muslim state and engaged in
a series of battles with the Meccan pagans until their eventual victory over Mecca and
subsequently the rest of Arabia. There we see an unprecedented emphasis on martyrdom and
fighting martyrs, though apparently the martyrdom terminology (shahīd being “martyr”) had not
been popularized then. So, the Qurʼanic jihad verses13 were revealed highlighting rewards for
those slain in the path of God to encourage Muslims to accompany Muhammad by taking part in
the battles against the enemies of Islam without the fear of their possible death in the process.
Therefore, it was Ḥamzah, the chief commander of the young Muslim community (and, of
course, a member of the de facto sacred family of the Prophet) who was named sayyid al-
shuhadā’ (“master of the martyrs”) rather than the very first defenseless martyrs in the Meccan
period such as Sumayyah and Yāsir.In all probability, highlighting the act of (active military)
martyrdom was not due to its inherent importance (as we do not see such attention to
martyrdom in Mecca), but simply a means to motivate Muslims to defend their faith and the
community at any cost once Muslims had established themselves as a new viable force in
Arabia. Al-Ṭabarī, for example, reports that before Muhammad’s first battle with Meccan pagans
(the battle of Badr) began, he distanced himself from his troops and started praying to God and
asked him to grant the Muslim army victory; he then continued: “[I]f this group be defeated no
one will remain to worship you.”14 Ṭabarī narrates that Muhammad tried to encourage his
followers to risk their lives for defending the young Muslim community: “[S]wear to God that the
life of Muhammad is on his hand whoever is patient in the fight for God and does not turn his
back and is killed on the battlefield God will grant him to paradise.”15 After hearing this from the
Prophet, a Muslim named ‘Amīr ibn Hāmām who had some dates on his hand and was eating
them replied: “Amazing! For going to heaven they just have to kill me!” Then he dropped the
dates and picked his sword and went to fight and was eventually killed.16 Muhammad needed



brave followers like ibn Hāmām, who were not afraid of anything; hence, he reminded them what
rewards would be waiting for Muslims once they died; nothing was special about martyrdom,
except being a martyr was just one assured way to heaven, and a fallen Muslim was recognized
as a war hero. We even see the tradition of asking forgiveness from God for martyrs. It is said
that the Prophet asked God to forgive the martyrs of Uḥud, just as he did for other deceased
Muslims.17 Recognizing this sort of tradition probably means that the idea of immediate
forgiveness of all sins of the martyr appeared later in Islamic history.In early Islam, when it was
rapidly developing as a new religion in the neighboring regions, participation in battles against
pagans and non-Muslims was necessary for the survival of the Prophet’s mission, so military
martyrdom was theorized and praised by Muhammad. In the context of the constant state of
conflict between Muslims and non-Muslims, the Qurʼan and prophetic traditions were concerned
with fighting and being killed for God (qitāl fī sabīl-i allāh). After the Prophet’s death, during the
Muslim conquests under the leadership of the soon-to-be-called Sunni Caliphs, Muslims
continued to celebrate the martyrdom of their fellow believers slain on the battlefield by non-
Muslims.18 However, for the majority of Muslims in the central parts of the Islamic territories and
particularly after the conquests, the opportunity to die a martyr in the original sense (of dying in a
fight against unbelievers) greatly diminished. Therefore, the definition of martyrdom was
expanded to focus mostly on other types of dying for God that had nothing to do with dying on
the battlefield where Muslims and non-Muslims fought with each other.19The martyrdom
paradigm soon changed in early Islamic history through the lines of sectarian divisions, as each
sect had its own revered martyrs and did not recognize the other party’s martyrs. The
phenomenon of sectarian martyrs comes from the fact that every group tends to proclaim that its
belief system is authentic, while that of the rivals is considered an unacceptable deviation from
the truth. In this light, polemic works of the Shī‘a consider the Shī‘ītes as true Muslims, and even
trace back the very beginning of Shī‘īsm to the time of the Prophet.20 Apparently, the first
scholar who claimed this was a tenth-century Isma’īlī Shī‘a, Abū-Ḥātam al-Rāzī: “Verily, the first
title appeared in Islam during the lifetime of the Messenger of Allāh was Shī‘a and that was the
title of four of the [Prophet’s] disciples; they were Abū-Dhar, Salmān al-Fārsī, Miqdād ibn al-
Aswad, and ‘Ammār ibn Yāsir.”21 Those early followers of ‘Alī, and other like-minded Shī‘a
figures, such as Mālik al-Ashtar, Ḥujr ibn ‘Adī, and Mītham al-Tammār, shed their blood in
support of ‘Alī in one way or another.22 With their death, they inspired later generations of Shī‘as
to continue their struggle in keeping alive what they believed was the proper, yet mostly forgotten
path in Islam, that is sticking with the wilāyah of ‘Alī and his successors (the other Imams) and
respecting the Prophet’s family (ahlul bayt) as he mentioned on some occasions, such as the
event of Ghadīr.23The initial dilemma, however, with the very phenomenon of sectarian
martyrdom was that, since non-Muslims normally caused martyrdom, if a Muslim were to be
killed by another Muslim that would create an uneasy situation. The problem was where to put
martyrdom in the equation when both sides of the conflict were followers of the Prophet. This
was the case in the battle of Jamal in 656 and other early conflicts after Muhammad. This



awkward situation was justified when Muslims were clearly divided into Shī‘a and Sunni roughly
from the latter half of the first Islamic century, particularly after the tragedy of Karbalā that the
followers of the Prophet’s family found themselves at odds with the soon-to-be-called Sunni
Caliphate system of beliefs. One of Ḥusayn’s disciples at Karbalā, al-Zuhayr ibn al-Qayn, in his
efforts to persuade the Kūfan army not to fight with the family of the Prophet, was among the first
who pointed to the creation of two separate religious groups within Islam:O people of Kūfa! A
warning for you of the punishment of God, a warning that a Muslim is obligated to give as advice
to his fellow Muslim. Until now, we are brothers and partisans of a single religion and part of a
single religious community, given that the sword has not come between us, and you are
deserving of sincere advice. But should the sword be drawn, the safeguard (‘iṣmah) will be
broken; we will be an ummah and you will be an ummah. Verily God has tried us through the
offspring of his Prophet Muhammad (s.), to see what you and we will do. Verily we call you to
support of them (nasrihim) and to the abandonment (khidhlan) of the tyrant, ‘Ubayd Allāh b.
Zīyād.24The massacre at Karbalā was, in effect, a decisive moment for the future of Shī‘a
believers to brand themselves as saved and the enemies of the Prophet’s family as cursed.25
Therefore, it became easy to see those sympathetic to the Shī‘ī cause who died in sectarian
conflicts as real martyrs. We can understand this from devotional and liturgical texts. In a famous
and much-recited Shī‘ī prayer, zīyārat ‘āshūrā, reportedly composed by the fifth Imām
(Muhammad al-Bāqir) sometime after the tragedy of Karbalā during the reign of the Umayyads,
this duality of the martyrs of Karbalā versus the cursed enemies of the Imams (Ahlul-Bayt) is
evident and made its way to the core belief of the Shī‘a. In this zīyārah, we read:May the curse
be upon those people who laid down the foundations for the oppression and wrongs done upon
you, the family of the Prophet [Ahlul-Bayt]. May Allāh curse those people who denied you your
position (O’ Ahlul-Bayt) and removed you from your rank which Allāh himself had granted you.
May the curse of Allāh be upon those people who killed you and may the curse of Allāh be upon
those people who made it easy for them by preparing the grounds of your killing. I turn to Allāh
and I turn towards you and turn away from them and their adherents, followers and friends …
And may the curse of Allāh be upon the nation that carried out, saw and were silent at your
killing.26In later sections of the zīyārat ‘āshūrā, the faithful further denounce those responsible
for the killing of Ḥusayn, and ask for God’s forgiveness and wish to have the same kind of death
as that of the Prophet’s family, that is martyrdom:I disassociate myself from them through Allāh
and through all of you and I seek nearness to Allāh and then to you through love for you and your
friends and disassociation with your enemies and from those who want to fight against you and
disassociation from their adherents and followers. O’ Allāh! Make me at this moment, one who
receives from you prayers, mercy and forgiveness. O’ Allāh! Make me live the life of Muhammad
and the family of Muhammad and permit me to die the death of Muhammad and the family of
Muhammad.27This implies that, for the newly emerging distinct Shī‘ī system of thought, the
casualties from Ḥusayn’s camp were true martyrs, not different from those martyrs who fought
non-Muslims alongside the Prophet. For the Shī‘a, Āshūrā was a revival and the embodiment of



the concept of martyrdom as violent death of the oppressed and helpless believers at the hands
of the enemies of God. So, similar to the Meccan period and most of the Judeo-Christian
martyrdom tradition, sectarian martyrs, in the Shī‘ī sense, were not understood primarily as
fallen military heroes, but rather as “exemplary believers” who gave up their lives in the face of
injustice or unbelief without losing their faith.28 In other words, sectarian martyrs, as still
understood today, were champions of the way of truth (shuhadā’ al-ḥaqq). Particularly for the
minority Shī‘a, they were often remembered and celebrated as those who had the discernment
and courage to seek and stick to the truth at the times of trial (fitnah) when most people went
astray and relinquished their faith.In retrospect, the Twelver Shī‘ī concept of martyrdom in its
sectarian understanding is defined by and linked to the sufferings of Ahlul-Bayt following the
death of the Prophet. According to the mainstream Shī‘a, ‘Alī and his designated successors
(supposedly divinely appointed Imams) were oppressed and deprived of their right to succeed
the Prophet and were killed by sword or poison. Hence, one can argue that, in the Shī‘ī sense,
the family of the Prophet were the genuine and ultimate martyrs, and others were called martyrs
because of them. In other words, much like the idea of martyrdom in Christianity and its
dependence on the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, the Shī‘a martyrs bore witness to the
sufferings of the Prophet’s family, which started with the dramatic death of Fāṭimat al-Zahrā, the
daughter of Muhammad.The significance of Fāṭimah in Twelver Shī‘īsm, and in the Shī‘ī
approach to martyrdom, cannot be overlooked. She is revered as the mother of the Imams (umm
al-‘a’immah), and even in a tradition Muhammad called Fāṭimah the ‘mother of his father’ (umm-i
‘abīhā).29 Muhammad also reportedly described his daughter as the mistress of all the women
in the world (sayyidat nisā’ al-‘ālamīn).30 She is known among the Shī‘a as the first martyr of the
Imamate and is called the truthful martyr (al-siddīqat al-shahīdah). In popular Shī‘a piety, no
tragedy apart from Ḥusayn’s martyrdom rivals the sorrowful fate of her untimely death
(martyrdom) which occurred less than a hundred days after the Prophet. According to Shī‘ī
sources, Fāṭimah inundated herself with sorrow and weeping for the loss of her father partly as a
protest against the usurpation of what she thought was the right of her husband ‘Alī as the
rightful successor to the Prophet. She embraced alleged vicious physical attacks carried by
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (the eventual second Caliph). The tale of storming into Fāṭimah’s home—
reportedly a few days after the death of the Prophet in order to get the allegiance of ‘Alī for Abū
Bakr—and burning the front door along the way which caused her fatal chest injury, has become
known as the first tragedy after the Prophet, a sorrowful event that opened up the way for more
injustice toward the Imams and the family of the Prophet (Ahlul-Bayt), culminating in the tragedy
of Āshūrā.31In Shī‘ī myths, the figure of Fāṭimah plays an important role after her martyrdom.
Through Muhammad, God revealed to her all tragic events that would happen to her children,
especially the martyrdom of Ḥusayn. Traditions tell us that from heaven she witnessed her
children’s sufferings and mourned for them. She will remain in a state of mourning, waiting for
vengeance, until the day of judgment.32 In Shī‘ī folktale, Fāṭimah with her wounded chest and a
sorrowful appearance frequently appears in dreams to the pious. In such dreams, Fāṭimah often



makes the person lament for Ḥusayn or thank them for their practice of weeping for Ḥusayn.33 It
is reported that, on the day of judgment, Fāṭimah appears in a grand manner that astounds all
the Prophets, the truthful, and the martyrs, and they all close their eyes while she passes to
reach God’s throne. Fāṭimah then asks God to fulfill his pledge and exact vengeance from those
who wronged her and martyred her children. Assuring her of punishing all who oppressed her
and her family, God gives Fāṭimah the power to intercede for her followers and the Shī‘a of her
children (the Imams).34 These tales and traditions show the great status of Fāṭimah, both in
Shī‘a theology and in popular piety, which is at the same level as Muhammad and ‘Alī. Fāṭimah
being the de facto mother of the Shī‘a, and the connecting bond between the Prophethood and
the Imamate, has a prominent position in the formation of the myth of martyrdom in Shī‘īsm. In
other words, it is fair to argue that Shī‘a martyrs by shedding their blood in the path of Imamate
and wilāyah in fact tend to please Fāṭimah.The life and martyrdom of ‘Alī after the death of the
Prophet also represent a significant tragedy in Shī‘īsm. For the Shī‘a, the tragedy began when
most Muslims failed to acknowledge the will of Muhammad to entrust ‘Alī with the leadership
right after the Prophet’s death. It took some twenty-five long years before ‘Alī was given a chance
to lead the community, only to be martyred less than five years later after facing continuous
opposition and betrayal and engaging in three battles (Jamal, Ṣiffīn, and Nahrawān). ‘Alī died of
a poisonous sword wound at the hands of one of the Kharijites.35 ‘Alī’s fatal wound occurred on
the morning of the nineteenth day of Ramadan and he died less than two days later on the night
of the twenty-first day on one of the holiest nights of the year, known as the Laylat al-qadr (“the
night of decree”), the night in which it is believed that the whole Qurʼan was revealed to the
Prophet. Moreover, the Laylat al-qadr is the night of blessing and forgiveness; and on that night
every year, the angels reportedly descend from heaven to the Imām of the age to configure the
fate of all human beings for the next year. Being martyred on such a night added to the
significance of the martyrdom of ‘Alī for the Shī‘a. Furthermore, ‘Alī’s martyrdom and the Laylat al-
qadr have been intertwined: mourning for his martyrdom is now part of the rituals of the
night.The martyrdom of ‘Alī and the injustice toward him during his life after Muhammad had
such a profound impact on shaping Twelver Shī‘īsm that ‘Alī is called “the first wronged person in
the world,” based on the following tradition from the tenth Imām, al-Hādī, a title which has
remained popular among the Shī‘a. We might, however, interpret this as the first wronged person
in terms of rank and importance since obviously the literal meaning of the phrase is not
correct:Peace be upon you, O’ walī of Allāh, I bear witness that you are the first wronged person
in the world, and the first person that his rights were violated. You, nevertheless, acted patiently,
seeking the reward of Allāh, until death came upon you. I bear witness that you met Allāh and
you are martyr. May Allāh punish your killer with different torments.36Putting the theological Shī‘ī
interpretations of ‘Alī’s status and that of his eleven descendants (as martyred infallible Imams)
aside, a short review of the historical accounts of the Shī‘ī revolts and their relations to the
Imams’ cause gives us a better understanding of martyrdom in Twelver Shī‘īsm. ‘Alī’s
prominence and authority were indisputable among the early Shī‘a, yet after ‘Alī’s martyrdom



there was no charismatic leader who could unite the community. As Maria Massi Dakake put it,
“[I]f the historical sources indicate that the Shī‘ite camp united fiercely behind ‘Alī toward the end
of his life, expressing their absolute devotion, or [wilāyah], toward him and ‘adāwah or barā‘ah
[enmity] toward all of his many enemies, they also detail the gradual disintegration of this unity in
the ideological and leadership confusion that followed his death.”37Ḥasan, ‘Alī’s older son and
the second Imām in the Twelver tradition, briefly replaced his father as Caliph but struggled to
attract the same level of loyalty among his father’s former companions.38 Having failed to secure
enough support, Ḥasan was forced to surrender power to Mu‘āwīyah through a controversial
peace treaty.39 This caused resentment among some of his key companions who, based on
their oath of allegiance to ‘Alī’s cause, were unwilling to accept Mu‘āwīyah as a legitimate
Muslim ruler. Ḥasan survived an assassination attempt by a group of his soldiers and received
angry reactions from his Shī‘a allies for his seemingly tactical deal with Mu‘āwīyah. Reportedly,
Ḥujr ibn ‘Adī, a prominent Shī‘a of ‘Alī, was deeply disappointed with the treaty and called Ḥasan
yā mudhil al-mu‘minīn (o’ the believers’ humiliator).40 Ḥasan’s retreat to Medina and his
eventual death by poison (reportedly planned by Mu‘āwīyah) gave Mu‘āwīyah the opportunity to
strengthen his rule over all Muslims.

The Making R Kelly

The book by Adel Hashemi has a rating of  5 out of 3.9. 33 people have provided feedback.

List of Figures Preface Introduction 1 The Emergence of the Shī‘ī Form of Martyrdom
2 Martyrdom Revival in Twelver Shī‘īsm 3 Revolution, War, and Martyrdom 4 Civic
Martyrdom 5 Martyrdom Reimagined 6 Shrine Defenders: A New Beginning 7 From
Karbalā to Damascus Appendix: Martyrdom in Classical Islam Notes Bibliography Index

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/YEqlY/The-Making-of-Martyrdom-in-Modern-Twelver-Shiism-From-Protesters-and-Revolutionaries-to-Shrine-Defenders


Language: English
File size: 4739 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Not Enabled
Print length: 348 pages
Lending: Not Enabled
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

