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Martyrdom has often been perceived as the epitome of religious devotion, and in the modern period, it is mostly associated with Islamism, in its Sunnī and Shīʿī versions. Yet, as Adel Hashemi shows in this short but interesting book, the Shīʿī concept of martyrdom has undergone significant evolution in response to changing political and cultural circumstances. The book’s main argument is that Shīʿīsm embraced martyrdom and redefined it with the added significance inherited from Ḥusayn’s martyrdom in Karbalāʾ as dying for the sake of the Imāms (p. 12). As Twelver Shīʿīsm had adopted a quietist approach throughout most of its history, the bulk of the book’s seven chapters focuses on post-revolutionary Iran and the Arab upheaval since 2011.
In the introduction, Hashemi maintains that unlike early Christianity and Judaism, martyrdom emerged in Islam as part of the Prophet Muḥammad’s state-building effort. He asserts that the Qurʾān borrowed the term used for martyrdom from Christianity. Yet, while words from the root sh-h-d appear around 160 times in the Qurʾān, “the term shahīd and its siblings in the Qurʾān have little in common with the meaning of martyr,” but more with ordinary witness. Put differently, “[a]lthough the concept of martyrdom is present in the Qurʾān, its terminology did not make it in the book” (p. 7). The link between the root sh-h-d and martyrdom appeared only in the Qurʾānic exegetes. Moreover, the Islamic concept of martyrdom as we understand it today was theorized subsequently in ḥadīth and theological works.
Chapter 1 “The Emergence of the Shīʿī Form of Martyrdom” points to a shift in the martyrdom paradigm from death by unbelievers to death by the rival sect, as the result of the unfolding sectarian division. The massacre of Karbalāʾ was the decisive moment for the future Shīʿī believers to brand themselves as the saved community and their enemies as cursed. Karbalāʾ was the embodiment of violent death of the oppressed believers similar to the Meccan period of Islam and to the Judeo-Christian martyrdom tradition. Thus, martyrdom was defined as linked to the suffering of the Prophet’s Family (Ahl al-Bayt), starting with the death of his daughter Fāṭima. It became the litmus test for identifying truth and falsity in the sectarian context (p. 29). Yet, Hashemi comments that most Shīʿī uprisings near the end of the Umayyad period built their case not on avenging Ḥusayn’s blood, but on restoring Islamic leadership to the Prophet’s family. With the decline of Muslim conquests, martyrdom expanded in Sunnī traditions to include non-violent forms of death. For the Shīʿīs the violent form of martyrdom thrived not through wars with non-Muslims but mostly by the hands of Sunnī authorities.
Chapter 2 “Martyrdom Revival in Twelver Shīʿīsm,” which provides a useful background on the evolution of the concept of martyrdom in modern Sunnīsm and Shīʿīsm up to the 1979 Revolution, relies predominantly on secondary sources. Hashemi asserts that Shaykh Jaʿfar Kāshif al-Ghiṭā’s ruling that sanctioned jihād against Russia in 1803 was the first Shīʿī call for martyrdom in battle in centuries. Yet the turning point came in the mid-20th century with the radicalization of Shīʿīsm particularly in the teaching of ʿAlī Shariʿatī and rise of the post-1963 opposition to Moḥammad Reża Shāh’s rule.
Chapter 3 “War, Revolution and Martyrdom” brought the Shīʿī engagement with martyrdom to new heights as those who were killed during the revolution were revered as martyrs. Of particular importance was the massacre of Jāleh Square on September 8, 1978, which the charismatic Ayatollah Maḥmūd Tāliqānī equated with the tragedy of Karbalāʾ. The 1980 Iraqi invasion and the prolonged war that ensued produced a state-sponsored cult of martyrdom. Iran’s leader Khomeinī defined martyrdom as a most appealing goal for the faithful, and endowed it with mystical aura that was beyond rational calculations. The Iranian discourse glorified the love and longing of martyrdom and the martyrs as sacrificing themselves in order to deliver a message to humanity. Moreover, for the fighters, an important purpose of the war was to avenge Imām Ḥusayn’s blood, a goal traditionally reserved for the Mahdi, thereby offering a messianic dimension to the war and to martyrdom.
One point mars Hashemi’s analysis in this chapter. On page 79, he explains that the Iranian leadership depicted Ṣaddām Ḥusayn as kāfir (infidel) “to make the war look like a jihād against unbelievers.” Yet, on page 85 he maintains that it “did not officially call for jihād,” because traditionally there had been reservations about the legitimacy of waging jihād in the absence of the Imām. First, it is highly unlikely that Khomeinī, who had disparaged conservative or quietist clerics, would have been bothered by their reservations on jihād. In addition, as Iraq invaded Iranian territory, the war was a defensive jihād, which should have removed any legal reservations. More importantly, the depiction of Ṣaddām Ḥusayn as ṭāghūt (an idolatrous leader) legitimized the resort to jihād.
Chapter 4 “Civic Martyrdom” discusses the transformation of martyrdom in Iran in the post-war period to a political concept and tool. For Supreme Leader Khāmeneʾī, the veneration of martyrdom was necessary to counteract cultural threats from the West. Similarly, the state incorporated all forms of death for the Islamic Republic as martyrdom. Significantly, the Green Movement that protested the rigged 2009 presidential elections depicted those killed by the regime as martyrs. It is unclear, however, why Hashemi uses the diminutive term “so-called” only in reference to the Green Movement and its martyrs while accepting the regime’s terminology.
Chapter 5 “Martyrdom Reimagined” constitutes the book’s most original and important contribution, although it also contains some problematic statements. It describes how the growing sectarian strife particularly in Iraq since 2003 and in Syria since 2011 produced a new zeal for martyrdom epitomized in the ideal of defending the Shīʿī holy sites in Iraq and Damascus against the jihādi-Salafī threat. The 2006 attack on the ʿAskariyyayn shrine in Sāmarrā prompted a wave of martyrdom-lovers who volunteered to defend the Shīʿī shrines in Iraq. While Iran supported the Assad regime due to strategic considerations, it highlighted the ideal of defending the Sayyida Zaynab shrine in Damascus as the means to garner mass support and enthusiasm for sacrifice for the sake of the Prophet’s family. The formation of the Zaynab “shrine defenders” became public in 2013 highlighting Zaynab as the symbol of carrying the mantle of sacrifice from her mother Fāṭima al-Zahrā. Alongside this compelling analysis, Hashemi claims that the martyred shrine defenders brought more sympathy among the religious population in Iran than pervious martyrs in modern Iran. Aside from the lack of sufficient evidence for this assertion, it is doubtful that ultra-conservatives supported jihād in Syria more than a jihād defending Iranian soil. Another problematic assertion (p. 99) is that Ḥizballāh did not target civilians in Lebanon because prominent Shīʿī jurists were reluctant to permit killings of non-combatant civilians as martyrdom operations. Ḥizballāh, however, had no qualms in targeting civilian Jewish targets in Argentina in 1992 and 1994 and in Bulgaria in 2012. Moreover, Khāmeneʾī as well as the Iranian clerical institutions and media glorified Palestinian suicide bombings against Israeli civilian targets much more enthusiastically than the implicit sanctioning by Lankarānī, which Hashemi describes. Similarly, he glosses over massive attacks on Sunnīs in Iraq following the 2006 al-Qāʿida’s attack on the ʿAskariyyayn shrine.
Chapter 6 “Shrine Defenders: A New Beginning” provides a long discussion on Iran’s military intervention in Syria and Lebanon. Hashemi argues that as the war in Syria dashed Iran’s hopes to reach out the Sunnī majority, it decided to be unapologetically true to itself and seek to implement the messianic ideas of the 1979 Revolution, thereby gaining the recognition of the Shia population in the region. Considering Iran’s involvement in Lebanon since 1983 and in Iraq since 2003, it is doubtful that it needed the Syrian war to gain such recognition. More important, Hashemi fails to distinguish between the Iranian rhetoric of employing messianic symbolism and its prudent policy of keeping popular messianic aspirations on a low burner and under governmental control.
Still, Hashemi provides a fascinating description how Iran uses the martyrdom of several of the shrine defenders, particularly the decapitation of IRGC officer Moḥsen Ḥojājī by ISIS in August 2017 as a model hero to enhance public support for the fighting in Syria. This new cult of martyrdom reached its peak the commemoration of Qāsem Soleimānī, commander of the Quds Force, whom Khāmeneʾī had hailed as the “living martyr” even before his assassination by the Americans in January 2020. The cult of the shrine defenders, Hashemi states, signifies a departure from the past generation of national heroes and martyrs of the Iran-Iraq war. Moreover, Hashemi demonstrates how the Iranian government applied the shifting martyrdom paradigm to the medical professionals who had died in combatting the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.
Chapter 7 “From Karbalāʾ to Damascus” summarizes the themes, analyzed in previous chapters. Two points deserve special attention here. The first is the portrayal of the Zaynab shrine defenders as trans-national heroes dying in the path of avenging Ḥusayn’s blood in Karbalāʾ, as one of the greatest honors Shīʿīs can achieve. The second is their self-portrayal as dying in the closest circumstances to that of the emergence of the awaited Mahdī. Yet, considering the Islamic Republic’s apprehensions from uncontrolled messianic expectations among its population, the depiction of Khāmeneʾī as having assumed the Mahdī-like position in leading the Shīʿī armies in a jihād against satanic forces appears as too strong.
Finally, while the book’s title is martyrdom in Twelver Shīʿīsm, it hardly touches upon the cult of martyrdom by Ḥizballāh in Lebanon or in post-2003 Iraq, which had their own unique characteristics. These points of criticism notwithstanding, Hashemi provides an interesting and useful analysis of the new cult and employment of martyrdom in the Islamic Republic of Iran.
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