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1. Iniroduction

Martyrdom occupies a distinctive position within the Qurianic and
broader Islamic conceptual system. Rather than representing the mere
termination of physical life, it is associated with faith, conscious sacrifice,
obedience to divine obligation, defense of truth, orientation toward the path
of God, and a particular conception of posthumous life. The Quran’s
description of those killed in the path of God as living in the presence of
their Lord provides one of the principal foundations for this conception. By
contrast, intentional self-killing is explicitly prohibited in the Qur'an and is
treated in Islamic legal and traditional sources as categorically different from
martyrdom.

The research problem emerges from Etan Kohlberg's treatment of
martyrdom in Islamic history, On the basis of selected historical reports, pre-
[slamic religious parallels, and particular readings ol lslamic lexts, Kohlberg
draws attention to instances in which martyrdom, deliberate exposure to
death, and suicide appear to approach one another. His analysis includes
examples from early lslamic warfare and later religious movements in which
individuals reportedly sought death or displaved an intense desire for
martyrdom. These materials lead him toward a comparatively Tuid boundary
between self-sacrifice and self-destruction.

The article challenges this interpretation at both the methodological and
conceptual levels. Its primary guestion is whether Islamic martyrdom can
legitimately be classified as a form of religious suicide or death-seeking
merely because an individual knowingly enters a situation in which death is
highly probable. Related questions concern the reliability and interpretive
significance of Kohlberg's historical evidence, the validity of his use of
certain Qur’anic passages, and the conceptual criteria by which martyrdom
can be distinguished from suicide.

The study situates itself against previous research on martyrdom in
religions, Quranic and hadith-based understandings of martyvrdom,
Orientalist interpretations of jihad. violence in Qur’anic verses, and modern
Western studies of jihad, The article argues that these studies have addressed
important dimensions of martyrdom and jihad but have not independently
and systematically examined Kohlberg's attempt to associate martyrdom
with suicide through a Qur’anic, traditional. and comparative-critical
analysis,

Its specific contribution therefore lies in reconstructing the distinction
between martyrdom and suicide through a series of conceptual criteria;
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divine intention, orientation toward the path of God, legitimacy of the
objective and means, conscious self-sacrifice, and belief in the superior life
of the martyr, The Qur’anic thought of the late Avatollah Sayyid Ali
Khamenei is employed as a contemporary interpretive [ramework for
articulating these eriteria.

2. Methodology

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical method with a comparative-
critical orientation. Its documentary corpus consists ol Qur’anic verses
concerning martyrdom, jihad. and the prohibition of killing the self; classical
Qur'anic  commentaries; hadith  collections; jurisprudential materials;
historical reports used in Kohlberg's argument: studies concerning Kohlberg
and his intellectual approach: and selected statements by the late Ayatollah
Sayvvid Ali Khamenet concerning martyrdom, divine intention, sacrifice, and
the higher life ol martyrs.

The procedure begins with a conceptual examination of the Arabic root
associated with witnessing and martvrdom and its development into the
religious and jurisprudential designation of one who is killed in the path of
God. The article distinguishes the technical juridical meaning of the martyr
from broader traditional usages in which certain other deaths are aecorded
the reward or status of martvrdom.

The second stage reconstructs koohlberg’s intellectual and methodological
otientation. He is presented as a historian of early Shi'ism whose method
gives particular importance to historical reports, the development of
religious concepts, and comparison among Islamic, Jewish, and Christian
traditions. His treatment of martvrdom is then situated within this historical-
comparalive approach.

The third stage evaluates specific historical and Qur’anic evidence
invoked in the discussion. Reports concerning early battles and individuals
who accepted grave danger are assessed with attention to their chains of
transmission, textual context, and what they can legitimately establish
concerning intention. Particular attention is devoted to the distinction
between an agent’s intention to perform a religiously mandated aet despite
the probability of death and an intention whose direct object is the
destruction of the self.

The fourth stage compares these lindings with Qur'anic prohibitions of
selfkilling, Qur’anic descriptions of those killed in the path of God,
rraditional accounts of martyrdom, and statements by the late Avatollah
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Sayvid Ali Khamenei, The resulting analytical framework evaluates
martyrdom according to faith, divine intention. legitimate purpose and
method, orientation toward the path of God, conscious sacrifice, and belief
in the continued life of the martyr.,

3. Findings

The first principal finding concerns the conceptual inadequacy of
reducing martyrdom to the external event of death. The article argues that a
person’s being killed does not, in itself, establish martyrdom, Martyrdom is
constituted by a combination of intentional. normative, theological, and
practical factors. Consequently, two acts that both result in physical death
may remain fundamemally different in religious meaning.

The second finding concerns the role of intention. The article repeatedly
emphasizes that knowingly accepting the possibility of death is not
equivalent 1o intending one’s own destruction, A combatant may
intentionally perform an act regarded as a religious duty while knowing that
death is likely, yet death remains a possible or even anticipated consequence
rather than the immediate object of the action. Suicide. by contrast, is
defined through intentional self-destruction. This distinction becomes central
to the eritique of Kohlberg,

Several historical examples are interpreted accordingly. In the report
concerning Awfl ibn al-Harith, the article guestions both the reliability of
aspects of the transmitted material and the inference drawn from it. Even if
the underlying report is accepted. it can indicate courage, sacrifice. or
preference for religious duty over personal safety without necessarily
establishing an intention to destroy oneself.

A similar distinction is applied to reports concerning combal against
elephants in the Battle of the Bridge. Death resulting from an attempt to
disrupt the enemy’s military formation is interpreted as an outcome of
combat rather than evidence of suicidal intention. The article therefore
criticizes an inference from the consequence of an action—death—to the
actor’s intention—sel ~destruction.

The discussion of Abd Allah ibn Rawaha reinforces the same point, The
article argues that reports of hesitation and subsequent participation in battle
do not fit easily with the claim that the actor simply desired death. The
evidence is instead interpreted within the framework of deliberation,
abligation, courage, and religious commitment.
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A further major finding concerns the Qur'anic interpretation of the
command “kill yourselves” associated with Qur’an 2:54. The article rejects
the use of this passage as a general authorization of suicide. Drawing on
classical exegetical literature, it interprets the verse within the specific
context of collective repentance among the Children of Israel. It therefore
argues that the passage cannot be detached from its exegetical context and
converted into a general normative statement concerning self-Killing.

The article contrasts this interpretation with Qur’anic passages explicitly
prohibiting the killing of the self and the unlawtul taking of human life,
These verses provide the normative background against which any claim
concerning a religious authorization of suicide musl be assessed. The article
maintains that Kohlberg's reading does not sufficiently integrate these
explicit prohibitions into his broader interpretation,

Another important  finding concerns the  theological character of
martyrdom. Qur’an 3:169 describes those killed in the path of God as living
in the presence of their Lord and receiving sustenance. The article interprets
this language as establishing a conception of martyrdom centered on
continuity and elevation of life rather than annihilation. The martyr therefore
cannot be understood simply as an individual seeking the termination of
existence.

This conclusion is reinforced through the concept of divine transaction in
Qur'an 9:111. The article interprets the verse’s commercial language as
portraying the believer’s life and property as consciously committed to God
in exchange for Paradise. The qualifying expression “in the path of God" is
decisive: the object is not destruction of the self but sacrifice within a
legitimate divinely directed struggle.

The late Ayatollah Sayyid Ali Khamenei's expression “a trader-like
death™ or “a caleulated death™ is used to articulate this conceptual structure.
In this interpretation, the martyr knows that physical life is finite and
consciously commits that Anite Life o a divine objective. Martyrdom is
therefore conceived as purposeful expenditure of life rather than rejection of
life.

The findings also emphasize the role of divine intention. Statements
examined in the article maintain that entering combat for a material ohjective
does not constitute jihad and that death under such circumstances does not
automatically constitute martyrdom. This reinforces the claim that owtward
similarity cannot  determine religious classification  independently  of
intention and purpose.
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The study consequently proposes several defining features of martyrdom:
faith, divine intention, orientation toward the path of God, legitimacy of both
abjective and mode of action, conscious sacrifice, fulfillment of religious
obligation, and belief in the superior life granted to the martyr. None of these
criteria is reducible wo physical death itself.

A further conclusion is that suicide and martyrdom differ simultaneously
in intention, purpose, normative status, and eschatological meaning. In
suicide, the termination of ene’s own life constitutes the intended act. In
martyrdom, the intended act is obedience, defense of truth, or struggle in the
path of God, while death occurs within that action. Suicide is prohibited,
whereas martyrdom under its legitimate conditions is valorized, Suicide
terminates worldly life through an impermissible act, whereas martyrdom is
interpreted within the Quranic framework of continued life before God.

The study therefore finds Kohlberg's proposed overlap insufficiently
sensitive to the internal normative and theological structure of Islamic
concepts. Its criticism is not directed merely at individual historical errors
but at the analytical move from phenomenoclogical similarity to conceptual
identity.

4. Conclusien

The study concludes that martyrdom and suicide cannot be classified as
equivalent phenomena solely because both may terminate physical life.
Within the Qur’anic, traditional, jurisprudential. and theological framework
examined in the article, martyrdom is a multidimensional concept whose
identity depends on faith, divine intention, orientation toward the path of
God, legitimate purpose and means, conscious sacrifice, performance of
religious duty, and belief in a superior posthumous life.

The critical analysis finds that Kohlberg's reconstruction relies, in several
cases, on limited historical evidence, contested reports,  insufficient
differentiation between consequence and intention, and interpretations of
Qur’anic material that the article regards as insufficiently attentive to
exegetical context,

The central answer to the research guestion is therefore that accepting
mortal danger in fulfillment of a religious obligation is conceptually distinet
from directly intending self-destruction. Martyrdom 15 understood as a
divinely directed and purposeful sacrifice. whereas suicide has the
destruction of the self as its immediate object.
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The study's contribution lies in reconstructing this conceptual boundary
through an integrated Qur'anic, traditional, jurisprudential, and
contemporary interpretive framework. By emphasizing intention, purpose,
legitimacy, and the Qur’anic doctrine of the martyr’s continued life, the
article provides a systematic basis for critically evaluating Orientalist
interpretations that associate Islamic martyrdom with suicide.
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