Islam and Mortality - A Discussion on the Unique and Diverse Islamic Responses to Mortality including, ideas of Martyrdom, and the Rituals surrounding Death. 
By Julia Jones 2007994

Introduction
In this essay the different responses to mortality in Islam and the idea of Martyrdom including how the meaning of Jihad differs in the two main sects of Islam, will be discussed. To do this, the division of the two main sects of Islam and the reasons for that division will be explored. In addition, the unique and diverse rituals surrounding death within Islam, and what preparations are required for the transition into the afterlife will also be looked at whilst understanding the importance of why these rituals are conducted.
Islam is the second largest religion in the world after Christianity. Muslims believe that “Allah (God) who is said to give life and take it away at a time appointed to him”, revealed the Qur’an to Gods final prophet Muhammad, through the angel Gabriel. Muhammad is regarded as the restorer of the original monotheistic faith of Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and other prophets. (Anon., 2020) The main framework of Islam followed by Muslims are the Five Pillars of Islam. The belief that the individual is questioned by two angels at death, and those who answer unsatisfactorily are chastised by the pressure of earth upon their bodies until the last judgment. (Huda, Aug. 26, 2020)
Discussion
All Muslims regard the Quran, the holy book, and the Sunnah, which are the words or deeds of Muhammed as the fundamental sources of Islam. The five pillars of Islam include their religious duties to God, their personal spiritual growth, the importance of caring for the less fortunate, having self-discipline and making sacrifices in life and the teachings of Muhammed. Muslims place importance in following these rules. The Pillars provide a fundamental structure for all Muslim’s to follow in the hope that eternal life at the side of God will be achieved.  
Islam split into 2 main sects Sunni and Shia, due to a difference in opinion dating back to the death of the prophet Mohammed in 632. (Huda, updated April 23 2019) 
Sunnism is the largest and most orthodox branch of Islam.  The word Sunni in Arabic comes from a word meaning “one who follows the prophet”. Believing the new leader should be elected from among those capable of the job such as when Abu Bakr became the first Caliph (successor or deputy of the Prophet) after Muhammad’s death. (Huda, updated April 23 2019)
Shia Muslims believe that following the Prophet Muhammad’s death, leadership should have passed directly to his cousin and son in law, Ali bin Abu Talib. Shia Muslims have not recognised the authority of elected Muslim leaders, choosing to follow a line of Imams which they believe have been appointed by the Prophet Muhammad or God himself instead. (Anon., 2020)
Over the centuries these political differences have split into varying practices and positions which have come to carry spiritual significance. The four major sects of Sunni, being Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i, and Hanbali. The three major sects of Shia are the Twelvers, Ismail, and Zaydis. (Anon., 2007)
To the Shia the idea of martyrdom is a vital element of belief, whereas the Sunni traditionally discourage the deliberate pursuit of martyrdom, which they consider equivalent to suicide and see it more as battle against their own desires.  Martyrs also include death due to an epidemic, by drowning, by fire, and childbirth. (Kevin Reinhart, 2020), (Anon., 2020)
There are two types of Jihad, the inner struggle (big Jihad) and defence or war struggle (small Jihad) they must be completed in the name of religion and is an important part of every Muslims life.
Preferably before death, a Muslim must get all their affairs in order, Repent, give away a 1/3 of their wealth, and make peace with “Allah” to proceed directly to paradise, near the throne of God and only if they had lived by the prophet Muhammad’s teachings or was a martyr could enter the afterlife or be granted special status. (Anon., 2020)
Islam grants a special status to those who have lost their lives in the service of their religion.  To die in the defence of Islam is considered the highest form of witness of faith in God, with the person becoming a martyr. However, suicide is forbidden by all Muslims and believe the punishment is the unending repetition of the act by which the individual took their life.  (Anon., 2020)
Shia Muslims make annual pilgrimages to the gravesites of notable martyrs, especially the Imams.  They believe that their devotion to the Imams will grant them forgiveness of their sins, and they regard the shrines as places where they can share in their holiness.  Weeping for the martyrs has special religious value, as well as enduring the same type of suffering the martyr’s experienced. (Anon., 2020) Hussain ibn Ali is considered one of the most important as he not only suffered thirst and hunger in the desert but was also slaughtered in an ambush by his enemies at Karbala (present-day Iraq).  His tomb was probably the first Mashhad.  The tombs of other Imams are also regarded as important holy sites.
The Shi’is preferred final resting place to be in the holy surroundings of the beloved Imams, in the large cemeteries at all the Mashhad’s. (Anon., 2020)
There is nothing specific in the Quran outlining the rituals or burial procedures, however it is believed that rituals were followed by observing the Prophet Muhammad’s own practices as well as biographical sources and scholars who had studied the Qur'an.  Before death, the dying should bear witness to the declaration of faith conducted by Males preferably to females. Peace, happiness, hope, and mercy is sought and upon death beginning the preparation for burial, praying for the departed, remaining calm and closing the eyes of the deceased, sealing all orifices with cotton, securing the jaw, and keeping the body flexible, covering the body with a clean sheet. It is forbidden to scream, wail, and thrash about but crying is encouraged.
 The Family or close members of the community are responsible for the respectful washing of the deceased with an undyed cloth, using clean and scented water, to purify the body, then wrapping in a clean white cloth (called the kafan). 
If the deceased was killed as a martyr, this step is not performed; martyrs are buried in the clothes they died in, buried where they died, and not be transported to another location or country (which may cause delays or require embalming the body). If available, a cemetery (or section of one) set aside for Muslims is preferred. (Anon., 2020)
Rules of Ihram acknowledge Ritual purity from dying during a pilgrimage; however, a man's shroud should not have seams and a woman’s face is not to be covered. (Kevin Reinhart, 2020)
After death, burial of the body should be within twenty-four hours if possible, and an autopsy only being conducted if necessary and should be performed with the utmost respect. (Anon., 2020)
[bookmark: _MV3AT_web_17]Only the men of the community accompany the body to the grave site as a rule. Without a coffin if permitted by local law, on their right side, facing Mecca, using elaborate markers, flowers, or other mementoes, and humbly praying for the deceased. (Huda, Aug. 26, 2020) 
There is a three-day mourning period with increased devotion where the family receive visitors and condolences, and avoid any decorative clothing or Jewellery, widows observe an extended mourning period (iddah) of four months and ten days, in accordance with the Qur'an 2:234. During this time, the widow is also not to remarry or move from her home. (Kevin Reinhart, 2020). (Anon., 2020)
                
Conclusion
Death comes to all and is a natural process. The ending of one stage and beginning of the next.  All Muslims follow the 5 fundamental pillars of Islam but after dividing into two main sects with different branches developing in different countries, multiple interpretations have followed. The Quran and Sunnah are used to guide all Muslims in the teachings of God by the last prophet Muhammed who would have narrated these teachings and been a messenger of Gods will.
Nothing specific is written in the Quran for rituals and burials which could be why there are so many variations. 
The Rituals in death, how they treat their dead and the diversity of interpretation of the same basic steps adjusted to their style of living, due to the varying points of view and standing in society.  
If death occurs in the defence of Islam, they become a martyr, the different interpretations of Jihad to justify their sacrifice. Whether To get them to fight – little Jihad or their fulfilling of their duties by completing the required steps to achieve peace within their inner struggle – Big Jihad. Islam teaches the importance of Allah, his Angels, the scriptures, Messengers and the last day in the Quran, and after confronting the two angels of God, earn a place by his side in a rich and rewarding eternal afterlife. 
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