An investigation into the different ways to gain martyrdom in Islamic beliefs.

This essay will be looking at the different types of martyr found in the Islamic religion, focussing specifically upon people who have died from Covid and those who kill others and themselves because of their beliefs; those who are also seen as terrorists. 
There are several types of Martyrdom in the Islamic religion. The culture branches of the Islam faith have different meanings. The Sunni scholars believe that benevolence was equivalent to or even superior to martyrdom. They also give martyrdom to people who die of certain deaths, such as drowning, plague, burns, fire, pleurisy, diarrhoea and childbirth (Esposito, no date). There is a specific category of martyr that is given to people that keep their passion and love for someone concealed up until their death (Brown, 2004). The victims that fall on the battlefield or who died peacefully in their sleep were also rewarded by being designated as martyrs (Brown, 2004). 
The washing of the deceased plays an important role. Washing the body is done to rid the body of impurities and to prepare the body for the afterlife (Reinhart & Denny, No date). Alongside this, washing the body is an essential part of the grieving process for relatives (Parveen, 2020).  The body is wrapped an odd number of times, but a minimum of three, in a cotton shroud to maintain the privacy and dignity of the deceased.  The whole of a woman’s body is enshrouded, whereas the men just have their torso and private area wrapped. The shrouding is to be done with clean, white, undyed, cloth and if preferred, the cloth can be slightly perfumed with incense (Reinhart & Denny, No date). The strict burial rituals are performed to prepare the body to move onto its next life and reflects the belief the deceased is questioned by two angels Munkar and Nikar and is laid facing Mecca (Reinhart & Denny, No date). Muslims strongly believe that their present life is merely a stage on the way to their afterlife and therefore their preparation of the body after death needs to be adhered to (Reinhart & Denny, No date). All martyrs can be given special funeral rites. Those who commit martyrdom are said to have no fear, nor will they have sorrow in the afterlife (Brown, 2004). A martyr does not face the interrogation of Munkar and Nikar but goes straight to paradise and remains close to God (Esposito, no date). 
Covid has provided many obstacles for the Muslim community with regards to their burial rituals. The washing of the body now has to be done by trained volunteers instead of elders of the community or family members (Hirji et al., 2020) and the Salat al-Janazah, usually attended by large numbers of the community, now has only a few attending. Due to covid restrictions on travel, suitable facilities for Muslim burials have increased their catchment areas to accommodate those who could not be buried in their own area and caskets or coffins are used if requested by the local authorities (Hirja et al., 2020). 
With the impact of covid sometimes not allowing rituals to be carried out, it could be assumed the Muslim community may feel the deceased body is not only unprepared for the afterlife but also unprepared for the interrogation by Munkar and Nikar. Many changes have taken place to provide the deceased and loved ones the closest to a traditional burial possible under the current circumstances, including trying not to delay the release of a body (Bear et al., 2020). The Muslim community grieve and console together, so this has been compensated by community online meetings (Bear et al., 2020). The most crucial point is to insist rituals are as authentic as possible as this will help ensure the communities know they are respected and to ease the guilt and anxiety of loved ones feeling they had not honoured them (Parveen, 2020). 

Muslim scholars have divided the term Martyrdom into two categories: those who die in war will be martyred in this life and the next, and those who do not die at war will be martyred in the afterlife only. The reason those who die from the plague are considered martyrs is ‘that human suffering and sacrifice endured patiently for the sake of God carries tremendous reward in the afterlife’ (Kahn & Zaman, 2020). So, in short, if you suffer during death you will be rewarded in the afterlife, therefore you are a martyr. There is a difference between plague (ta’un) and a pandemic (waba’). Every ta’un is a waba’ but the opposite is not true (Kahn & Zaman, 2020).  Covid does not fall under the definition of a plague. As the Prophet said, “There are angels on the roads leading to Medina. Neither the plague nor the Antichrist will enter it” (Kahn & Zaman, 2020: para 7). With covid not being defined as a plague and residents in Medina testing positive for covid, the hadith is not contradicted. The reason covid has been considered a plague could be due to the words Ta’un and waba’ being interchangeably and linguistically used with one another (Kahn & Zaman, 2020).
Seeing the death of loved ones as making them into martyrs may bring peace and comfort, especially when their loved ones could not be buried in the traditional way, they will be returned to Allah. From the view of the deceased, being classed as a martyr brings great reward. They will enjoy the companionship of the prophets and the righteous and they will have the honourable reception at the throne of the everlasting (Kahn & Zaman, 2020).
After looking at the view of martyrdom from plague or covid it is interesting to compare a very different type of martyrdom that some sects of Islam agree with. In the Islamic religion, the culture branches have different views regarding taking the life of others. Suicide is considered a sin and is forbidden due to its evil objectives.  If someone commits suicide it is said they will repeatedly suffer in the same way they took their life for eternity (Esposito, no date).  However, in some schools of Islamic thinking, if a Muslim sacrifices himself to Allah and Islam this is considered as martyrdom and is greatly rewarded and is the highest sacrifice (Esposito, no date). If someone commits martyrdom they do not face the interrogation of the angels Munkar and Nakir and they will reside near the throne of God and will be in paradise.  It is said they will also be allowed to return to earth to be martyred again up to ten times (Esposito, no date).  “Allah says ‘and some people would give away their lives to gain Allah’s contentment’.  Allah is compassionate to his servants” (Holtmann, 2009).  This statement suggests Allah is encouraging his followers to commit martyrdom and those that do are his servants and Allah will be pleased with those that follow his word.  
Traditionally, those who commit martyrdom are young single men.  In more recent years younger teenage boys have been volunteering to join in on the missions.  Although the pursuit of martyrdom is frowned upon, Islamic martyrs are trying to recruit young men and teenagers to join their cause (Esposito, no date).  
Muslims who struggle in the fight against Islam are called jihad.  Mujahid are ones who participate in Jihad and the Jihad are the group of religious people that fight in the defence of Islam and are willing to lose their life for their cause.  This fight may not be a physical battle, it can also be a spiritual fight, however, currently it is often done by suicide bombings.  Different Iraqi leaders have used jihad to motivate their troops and lead them to commit suicide bombings and to take out as many casualties as possible (Esposito, no date).  Supporters of suicide bombers believe it is necessary to honour the faith in this way and see it as a sacrifice that will be rewarded and not treated as suicide.  There are cemeteries specifically set up for martyrs in Iraq and Iran, but not everyone from Islam agrees with these views, many Islamic people see it as going against the Quran (Esposito, no date).  
From reading, it appears to be the perspective by which the Quran is perceived which causes these different views.  The majority of leaders follow the Quran in the way they believe suicide is a sin and you will be punished for taking your own life, yet you can still be a martyr by the reasons listed above and then be rewarded for this.  However, it does not always require taking the life of others to reach the place of reward.  Those individuals who are suicide bombers believe the Quran is telling them to do Gods work because the Quran states (8:39) “fight with them until there is no persecution and all religions are only for Allah” (Ghali, 2021). Nevertheless, it also appears to contradict itself by stating (2:256) “there shall be no compulsion in the acceptance of religion” (Saheeh International, 2021).  It appears the Quran is a source of inspiration to its followers, but it just depends on how one uses that inspiration.  
Looking at these two examples shows how small groups of people within the Islamic faith believe can create ways to view how a person can become a martyr. With both the idea of covid being a plague and therefore death from this creating martyrdom, and also suicide bombers being those who have sacrificed themself to Allah and Islam, it shows what a broad belief system this is. It also could help understand how new views can develop on how it is possible to reach the ultimate afterlife experience if you can link a death of yourself or others to martyrdom. 
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