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In this current period, western societies are anxious about extremist belief systems. It is important to consider views in relation to death and how these beliefs have manifested from the beginning of Islam to the here and now.  This essay will look at the unique and diverse Islamic responses to burial/ritual, afterlife/mortality, and martyrdom/jihad 
Islam is considered part of the monotheist group within religions (a belief in the unity of God with denial of lordship in other material or non-material entities).  The once unified Muslim community (umma) split into two major divisions upon the death of the Prophet Muhammed in 632AD.  These distinct communities evolved into Sunnism and Shi’ism, which gradually over centuries through different interpretations of the Qur’an, subdivided into a number of smaller communities. The scholar Khalili advises ‘the majority of the world’s Muslim population follows the Sunni and approximately 10-15% of all Muslims follow the Shia branch’ (Khalil, E. 2014). 
Regardless of community, Muslim beliefs in the rituals surrounding death and responses to mortality, follow the writings of the Qur’an ‘that God can and will raise the dead and that such a resurrection is an indispensable part of His plan for each individual and for all creation (Smith & Haddad, 2002). Islam does not differentiate between nationality or class, the same burial requirements given equally to all, a universal commonality is found in approaches to death and burial practices. Islamic belief is that of the Day of Judgement (yawm al-din) and the resurrection (al-qiyama) ‘From Allah we came and unto Him is our return’ (Alladin, 2015). It is the choice of Allah who decides when death is imminent. By following traditional preparations for burial this is viewed as ‘the most advantageous means of readying the body for the Day of Resurrection’ (Greenberg,2007). These traditions commence with placing the dead body on a supine and facing Mecca. The clothes are removed, and the body covered with a sheet. The body is washed an odd number of times (e.g., 3,5,7,) and the water used can be mixed with perfume, flowers, or herbs. The parts of the body are washed a specific number of times and in a particular order, with the feet always last. The bodies orifices are plugged with cotton. The last act is to cover the body with a shroud (kafan). (Greenberg, 2007) observed ‘it is important to note that, although there is much variation in practice among present-day Muslim societies, the ritual of ghusl remains one of the most important components of the funerary process’. In her 2007 article, Greenberg, describes the inferiority of women and prohibition from performing religious duties clearly thus laying the basis ‘for the characterisation of women as inferior in both religiosity and intelligence to their male counterparts in the umma’. Tradition observes that menstruating women, also after childbirth, are defected, and deemed excluded from the ritual of washing the corpse or attending funerals. 
Though different sects and cultures may interpret the Qur’anic guidance to rituals of death differently, there are some beliefs that are stringent, such as all Muslims are buried and not cremated. Only through burial will the body be preserved as Muslim belief is that of ‘in survival of the body and not just the spirit and in a Day of Judgement when they will be bodily resurrected’ (Alladin, 2015). Before death, a rite of passage fulfilling religious requirement (raising of the index finger) is orchestrated ‘to assure the dying person that they have taken leave of the Earth as a believing Muslim in accordance with Qur’anic injunction’ (Alladin). Traditionally Muslims require burial to take place within 24 hours. Post-mortems and organ donation are forbidden so the body is intact on The Day of Judgement. It is only on this final judgement that the deceased will be given permission to rest in Paradise or its opposite. 
The Islamic response to bereavement is a diverse and contradictory element of mortality, ‘society’s acceptance of God’s will are manifested in an emphasis on control of emotions and limited involvement in the grief response’ (Rubin and Yasien-Esmael, 2004). However, expressions of wailing and lamenting are typical behavioural responses. Prolonged grief and mourning are discouraged in Islamic practise ‘anything but the quick return to acceptance of the loss and the tasks of living is construed as a lack of acceptance of God’s will’ (Rubin and Yasien-Esmael). A period of three days is religiously sanctioned to those expressing grief known as ‘Hidad’.  However, cultural beliefs and geographical differences manifest different attitudes and actions towards ritual and mortality, but the ultimate focus for the living and the deceased remains on the relationship to God. 
This Islamic relationship to God is expressed in many forms, martyrdom is one such way. ‘The idea of martyrdom in Islam is rooted in the fact that from the beginning of the religion, Muslims died in the struggle to establish and expand the Islamic state, and their deaths in the course of this struggle were remembered and celebrated’ (Brown, 2004). For those who die ‘fi’sabil Allah’, “in the way of God” there are promises of ample rewards. Though the technical term for martyr, shahid, appears frequently in the Qur’an, its legal sense is likely to have been borrowed from Syrian Christians. Linguistically this translates to ‘witness.’ Muslims believed that death required no act of witnessing from God. To link the ideas of death and witness together, Martyrdom was used as an explanation ‘souls witness Paradise, their deaths are witnessed by angels, they will serve as witnesses against those who reject God’s prophets, Muhammed will be a witness on their behalf at the Day of Judgement, or their wounds will testify to their exalted status in the afterlife’ (Brown,2004). Lewinstein cited by Brown decrees ‘that later Muslims had no idea why the two ideas came together, and that the connection had to be invented to explain linguistic usage (Brown, Lewinstein,2004). 
Muslims believe there is an afterlife. On the Day of Judgement all humans be divided between the eternal destinations of Paradise and Hell. In striving for the exquisite proposition of Paradise early Islamic martyrdom reflects ‘not of witnessing to the truth but of struggling on its behalf’ (Brown, 2004). The concept of Jihad, described as battlefield martyrdom, offers many incentives. ‘Martyrs are spared the pain of death, they proceed to the highest station in Paradise’ (Brown, 2004). Interrogation from the angels Munkar and Nakir does not happen when in the grave. In the realm of Paradise, they share ‘the place closest to the throne of God and the prophets’ (Brown, 2004). Being purified of sin and not requiring the Prophet’s intercession Marty’s, according to some traditions ‘are themselves second only to the prophets as intercessors’ (Brown, 2004). 
Muslim understandings of Martyrdom, through conflicts in community, have altered and taken new direction over centuries of basic and consistent belief. ‘Honour’ killing is contrary to Shariah Law. Martyrs ‘who die in the path of genuinely defending Islam, are considered especially blessed (Alladin, 2015). Sunni and Shi ite scholars have diluted martyrdom to include many kinds of deaths, however reactions to Jihad have been fought over and divisions are apparent between modernist and fundamentalist thought.  In the Islamic context Jihad has come to mean ‘a virtuous struggle, toward some praiseworthy end, as defined by religion’ (Hasmi, S. 2004). Medieval jurists viewed martyrdom and jihad as spiritual and internal. Jihad in Islam can be explained as ‘lesser jihad’ (al-jihad al asghar) pertaining to a military struggle or the ‘greater jihad’ (al-jihad al-akbar) which defines the struggle of personal improvement against the self’s base desires. The Qur’an ‘warns Muslims never to be the one to start hostilities and only defensive war is permissible’ (Aladdin, 2015)
	And do not kill yourselves (nor kill one another. Surely, Allah is Most 
	Merciful to you. And whoever commits that through aggression and
	Injustice, We shall cast him into the Fire (Hell)		(4.29-30)
However, classical theory has shown there was ‘division of the world into two basic spheres, dar al-islam (land of Islam) and dar al-harb (land of war) (Hashmi). Both divisions led by different rulers with different obligations to community. The modernist preconceptions of Jihad have departed from medieval tradition to ‘encourage a securitization of martyrdom’ (Brown, 2004). Prevailing conflicts across the globe have produced a large number of martyrs and tends to be ‘the most visible and dramatic expressions of the idea in the modern Islamic world’ (Brown, 2004).
 Though it can be identified that there is diversity within the religion when looking at rituals surrounding death and mortality, and unique views in expression of martyrdom, it is imperative to acknowledge and understand that for Muslims the Qur’an is the Word of God and life is to be led following his word.
	To Allah we belong, and unto him is our return	Holy Qur’an 2:156
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