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Abstract: The concept of martyrdom, deeply rooted in  

Islamic theology, has historically served as a spiritual and 

political catalyst shaping national identities and civilizational 

trajectories. In the context of Pakistan, martyrdom (shahadat) 

has transcended theological origins to become a symbol of 

national pride, military valor, and civil resistance. This paper 

explores the theological underpinnings of martyrdom, tracing 

its transformation through historical milestones and state 

discourse. It also examines how martyrdom narratives have 

influenced collective memory, policy formulation, and 

sociopolitical unity. Through interdisciplinary analysis and 

graphical interpretation of historical data, this study highlights 

the complex interplay between theology and nationalism in 

constructing civilizational myths.  

    

  

  

  

 
  

INTRODUCTION  

The concept of martyrdom (Arabic: Shahāda) has been central to Islamic eschatology and 

continues to shape the civilizational ethos of Muslim societies. In Pakistan, its theological 

essence has been appropriated into state-building, military doctrine, and socio-political 

resistance. This paper explores this fusion of martyrdom theology with nationalistic ideologies. 

1. Theological Foundations of Martyrdom in Islam  

The concept of martyrdom (shahādah) holds a central position in Islamic theology and spiritual 

doctrine. Derived from the Arabic root word sh-h-d, meaning "to witness" or "to testify," 
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martyrdom in Islam implies a testimony of faith sealed by the ultimate sacrifice—giving one’s 

life in the path of Allah.    

Quranic References  

The Qur'an provides explicit validation of martyrdom as a sacred status. One of the most 

frequently cited verses is:  

“And do not say about those who are killed in the way of Allah, ‘They are dead.’ Rather, they 

are alive, but you perceive [it] not.”  

(Surah Al-Baqarah 2:154) [1]  

This verse affirms the immortality of the martyr in the metaphysical sense, indicating that their 

sacrifice grants them a life beyond physical death. Other verses like Surah Aali-Imran 3:169171 

reiterate this theological foundation by promising divine rewards and nearness to God for those 

who die in His cause.  

Hadith Literature  

Prophetic traditions (Ahadith) elaborate on the specific virtues and rewards associated with 

martyrdom:  

• The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) is reported to have said:  

“The  martyr  experiences  no  pain  of  death  except  like  that  of  a  pinch.”  

(Sunan al-Tirmidhi 1668) [2]  

• Another Hadith describes seven types of martyrdom, including death due to plague, 

drowning, childbirth, and while defending one’s property:  

• “Whoever  is  killed  while  protecting  his  wealth  is  a  martyr.”  

(Sahih al-Bukhari 2480; Sahih Muslim 141) [3]  

These traditions reflect the expansion of the martyrdom concept beyond the battlefield, 

encompassing diverse forms of virtuous sacrifice.  

Doctrinal Significance  

In classical Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), martyrs are categorized into two types:  

• Shaheed fi al-dunya wa al-akhira: Those recognized as martyrs both in worldly and 

spiritual terms (e.g., battlefield martyrs).  

• Shaheed fi al-akhira: Those considered martyrs only in the Hereafter (e.g., victims of 

epidemics or natural disasters) [4].  

This doctrinal distinction allows a broader interpretation of shahadat, influencing how modern 

Islamic societies and states commemorate and validate different forms of sacrifice.  



INTERNATIONAL BULLETIN OF THEOLOGY AND CIVILIZATION  

  

pg. 53  

2. Martyrdom in Early Islamic and South Asian Contexts  

Martyrdom as a theological and socio-political concept evolved significantly in early Islamic 

history and gained further resonance in South Asia through historical conflicts and resistance 

narratives. Two seminal contexts shape this discourse: the Battle of Karbala and the Mughalera 

religious sacrifices.    

The Battle of Karbala and Its Emotional-Theological Legacy  

The Battle of Karbala (680 CE) stands as the most iconic symbol of martyrdom in Islamic 

history. Imam Husayn ibn Ali, the grandson of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), was martyred 

along with his family and followers by the forces of the Umayyad caliph Yazid I. This event, 

commemorated annually during Ashura, epitomizes the Islamic ideals of justice, sacrifice, and 

moral resistance against tyranny.  

Key theological themes emerging from Karbala include:  

• Maqsad-e-Shahadat (Purposeful Martyrdom): Husayn’s stand was not for military 

conquest but for preserving Islamic ethics and justice [4].  

• Soteriological Significance: In Shi'a Islam, Husayn’s sacrifice is redemptive; his blood is 

believed to have spiritually cleansed the Muslim ummah.  

• Ritual Commemoration: Practices like majlis, marsiya (elegiac poetry), and ta'ziya 

dramatizations have helped embed martyrdom in the collective Islamic consciousness 

across sects, especially in South Asia.  

Karbala's memory transcends sectarian lines in Pakistan, where both Sunni and Shi’a 

communities revere the concept of sacrificing for divine justice.  

Mughal and Resistance Narratives of Religious Sacrifice  

The Mughal Empire (1526–1857) in South Asia also generated profound narratives of 

martyrdom, particularly during moments of spiritual or political dissent:  

• Martyrdom of Guru Arjan Dev (1606): The 5th Sikh Guru was executed under Mughal 

rule. His death is remembered as a watershed moment that reshaped Sikh religious identity 

and contributed to the militarization of the Sikh tradition [5].  

• Shaheed Ahmad Barelvi (1786–1831): A proto-Islamist figure who led an armed jihad 

movement against the Sikh Empire, he is revered in Sunni revivalist traditions as a religious 

martyr. His death in battle near Balakot is considered a defining moment for Islamic 

activism in the region [5].  

• Sarmad Kashani (d. 1661): A mystic poet executed by Aurangzeb for alleged heresy. His 

martyrdom is interpreted in Sufi circles as symbolic resistance against rigid orthodoxy and 

authoritarian religiosity.  

These events reflect how martyrdom in South Asia became a tool for preserving religious 

authenticity, resisting hegemonic rule, and promoting reformist or mystical ideologies. Over 

time, these stories were integrated into oral histories, devotional literature, and political 

discourse.  
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3. Shahadat and the Pakistani National Project  

In the context of post-colonial Muslim nationhood, Pakistan’s formation in 1947 marked not 

just a political shift but also an ideological construction deeply intertwined with religious 

symbolism. One of the most prominent motifs to emerge was shahadat (martyrdom), which 

became central to shaping national identity, state legitimacy, and civic virtue.   

Usage During the Pakistan Movement and Ideological Formation  

While the core leadership of the Pakistan Movement—especially figures like Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah—emphasized legal rights and political representation, the movement gradually 

incorporated Islamic symbolism to galvanize mass support. The idea of sacrificing for the 

Muslim Ummah, rooted in Islamic theology, was reframed as sacrificing for the birth of a new 

Muslim homeland.  

• The deaths during communal riots (1946–1947) and the migration violence were sanctified 

as martyrdom in early national discourse. Refugees who died during the partition journey 

were often referred to as shaheed, framing the narrative of Pakistan’s independence as a 

divinely sanctioned struggle [6].  

• Islamist parties like Jamaat-e-Islami and Majlis-e-Ahrar later contributed to embedding 

theological martyrdom into the political rhetoric, particularly during the 1953 anti-Ahmadi 

riots and the ideological conflicts of the 1970s.  

• State speeches and media during anniversaries like Pakistan Day and Independence Day 

often invoke the blood of martyrs as a foundation for the state’s moral right to exist and 

flourish [6].  

Integration into National Textbooks and Public Discourse  

By the 1980s, especially during General Zia-ul-Haq’s Islamization, the theme of shahadat 

gained institutional prominence:  

• National curriculum reform during the Zia era mandated the inclusion of stories of military 

martyrs and Islamic heroes in school textbooks. These narratives were often framed with 

religious undertones, equating battlefield sacrifice with religious virtue [7].  

• The term “shaheed” is used liberally in Pakistani Urdu literature, television dramas, and 

news reporting, often elevating the status of those who die in state service—soldiers, police 

officers, and even victims of terrorist attacks.  

• This integration has shaped generations of youth, who learn early in life that martyrdom is 

not only noble but also patriotic. According to Hoodbhoy [7], this "valorization of death" 

in the service of Islam and country has cultivated both heroic nationalism and, at times, 

problematic attitudes toward violence.  

• The Martyrs' Monument (Yadgar-e-Shuhada) and national cemeteries like GHQ’s Shuhada 

Graveyard in Rawalpindi further enshrine martyrdom in state ritual.  
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4. Military Martyrdom and State-Sanctioned Heroism  

The post-independence trajectory of Pakistan saw shahadat (martyrdom) become a cornerstone 

of military heroism and state identity. Among the most potent forms of martyrdom 

institutionalized by the state has been the valorization of soldiers who laid down their lives in 

armed conflicts—particularly during the Indo-Pakistani wars of 1965 and 1971. These conflicts 

were pivotal in cultivating a national mythos around martyrdom, heroism, and patriotism.  

The Valorization of War Martyrs (1965 & 1971 Wars)  

The 1965 war, though ending in a stalemate, was mythologized in national consciousness as a 

moment of unity, resistance, and divine favor. Military personnel who died in the war were 

declared shaheeds, and their stories were included in state propaganda, literature, and 

educational curricula.  

• Major Raja Aziz Bhatti, a central figure from the 1965 war, was awarded Pakistan’s highest 

military honor, the Nishan-e-Haider. His martyrdom is repeatedly cited in school books and 

military narratives as the ideal example of selfless patriotism [8].  

• The 1971 war, though resulting in the secession of East Pakistan, continued this trend. 

Heroes from this war, such as Captain Karnal Sher Khan, were also posthumously honored 

and depicted as guardians of ideological and territorial integrity [9].  

• State-controlled media, especially Pakistan Television (PTV), aired documentaries, dramas, 

and songs that glorified the martyrs. Popular military songs like "Ae Raah-e-Haq ke 

Shaheedo" became national anthems of devotion to the cause of Pakistan.  

Establishment of National Martyrdom Days and Monuments  

The state has institutionalized the memory of military martyrs through official observances and 

physical commemorations:  

• 6th September – Defence Day is annually observed as a day to remember and honor those 

who died defending the nation during the 1965 war. Ceremonies at martyrs’ graves, military 

parades, and speeches reinforce the spiritual and civic significance of martyrdom [10].  

• Monuments like the Yadgar-e-Shuhada (Martyrs' Monument) in Lahore and Shuhada-

eArmy Graveyards across cantonment areas are symbolic architectures of national 

reverence. These spaces are not only commemorative but pedagogical—they educate the 

public, especially youth, about the sanctity of martyrdom.  

• The Inter-Services Public Relations (ISPR) has played a crucial role in mythologizing 

martyrs through short films, musical tributes, and storytelling initiatives that embed military 

martyrdom within the larger civilizational narrative of Pakistan [10].  

The militarization of shahadat has thus been instrumental in reinforcing state legitimacy, 

especially during periods of political instability or external threat. Martyrdom narratives are 

used to align civilian nationalism with military objectives, often blurring the lines between 

religious sacrifice and state propaganda.  
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5. Martyrdom Beyond the Battlefield  

While traditionally associated with soldiers and religious figures, the concept of shahadat 

(martyrdom) in Pakistan has increasingly extended to civilians, especially in the context of 

terrorism, law enforcement, journalism, and activism. This evolution reflects a broadening of 

the theological and national narrative, allowing diverse groups to be incorporated into the moral 

fabric of national sacrifice.  

APS Attack (2014) and Its Civilian Reinterpretation  

The Army Public School (APS) Peshawar attack on December 16, 2014, was a turning point in 

Pakistan’s civilian martyrdom narrative. Carried out by Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), the 

massacre led to the deaths of over 140 individuals, mostly schoolchildren and teachers.  

• These victims were officially declared ‘shaheed’ by the state, and their memory was 

nationalized through public mourning, educational reforms, and annual commemorations 

[11].  

• The tragedy blurred the line between military and civilian martyrdom. Although the APS 

was a military-run school, the victims were children, not combatants, which emphasized 

innocence as a form of sacrifice.  

• The narrative of spiritual elevation for the young martyrs gained traction in religious 

sermons, state broadcasts, and poetry. The phrase “Shaheed bachay hamari rooh hain” (The 

martyred children are our soul) became emblematic of national grief and resilience.  

• The APS incident also contributed to the launch of Pakistan’s National Action Plan (NAP) 

against terrorism, indicating how civilian martyrdom catalyzed policy change at the state 

level.  

Inclusion of Police, Journalists, and Students as ‘Shaheed’  

In recent decades, various civilian professions have been brought into the semantic and 

symbolic domain of shahadat:  

• Police officers killed in the line of duty—particularly in anti-terror operations in Karachi, 

Quetta, and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa—are now regularly referred to as shaheed in both media 

and state records [12].  

• Journalists like Daniel Pearl (2002) and Wali Khan Babar (2011), targeted for exposing 

corruption or militancy, have also been labeled as martyrs by journalist unions and civil 

rights groups. Their deaths are commemorated in press freedom campaigns, elevating them 

morally and nationally [13].  

• Students and educationists killed in terror attacks or while resisting oppression (e.g., Malala 

Yousafzai’s classmates injured in the Taliban shooting) are portrayed in state narratives as 

intellectual martyrs. This has expanded the martyrdom framework to include 

knowledgebased resistance.  

This civilianization of martyrdom serves multiple purposes:  

• It fosters national solidarity against terrorism.  
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• It allows non-combatant communities to share in a sacred, unifying narrative.  

• It provides moral legitimacy to civic resistance and free speech.  

6. Civilizational Narratives and Religious Nationalism  

The conceptualization of martyrdom in Pakistan has gradually expanded beyond theology and 

military valor to become a civilizational and identity-defining tool. The fusion of religion with 

nationalism has enabled the state and society to utilize shahadat as a marker of legitimacy, 

authenticity, and collective memory.  

Martyrdom as a Marker of Identity and Cultural Legitimacy  

In the post-colonial nation-building process, shahadat was reframed as a cultural ideal—both 

religious and patriotic. This symbolism:  

• Anchors national identity in divine purpose, where Pakistan is viewed as a spiritual 

sanctuary for Muslims [14].  

• Validates the historical struggle of Muslims in South Asia as a righteous and sacred mission, 

making martyrdom not only a religious act but a civilizational necessity.  

Through public monuments, school curricula, media, and poetry, martyrdom has been 

sacralized. Cultural outputs such as:  

• Hamid Mir’s journalism  

• Anwar Maqsood’s televised narratives  

• State-approved documentaries  

...help reinforce the narrative that sacrificing for Islam and Pakistan is an existential virtue.  

Theological Justification of Self-Sacrifice in Interfaith Tensions  

Martyrdom narratives have also played roles in sectarian and interfaith contexts, sometimes 

being invoked during:  

• Riots against minority communities, where attackers justify violence as religious obligation 

[15].  

• Communal clashes, where both sides memorialize their dead as martyrs, deepening divides.  

Clerical factions often issue religious edicts (fatwas) that declare individuals as shaheed when 

defending their faith or sect. This has complicated Pakistan's interfaith relations and led to 

religious exclusivism, with martyrdom tied to orthodox identity validation.  

7. Critique and Theological Reassessment  

Despite its sanctity, the concept of shahadat in Pakistan has not been immune to criticism. 

Intellectuals and religious scholars alike have raised concerns over the instrumentalization of 

martyrdom for political or ideological purposes. Debates on Misuse of Shahadat in Political 

Rhetoric  

Shahadat has often been used to:  
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• Justify violent extremism, particularly by jihadist groups such as TTP and Lashkar-eTaiba 

[16].  

• Sanctify political figures posthumously, regardless of the cause of death.  

• Suppress dissent by labelling critics of the military or religion as traitors or infidels.  

Pakistani sociologists and political scientists argue that romanticizing death in the name of 

ideology cultivates a martyrdom complex that can normalize conflict and glorify fatalism.  

Reinterpretation by Contemporary Scholars for Peace Narratives  

To counter the exploitative use of martyrdom, many contemporary scholars and religious 

leaders are working to reclaim shahadat as:  

• A spiritual rather than political act,  

• An emblem of selfless service, including peacebuilding and humanitarian work.  

For example:  

• Javed Ahmad Ghamidi emphasizes that true martyrdom occurs only when one dies 

defending divine justice—not in offense or hate [17].  

• Maulana Wahiduddin Khan and other reformist voices reinterpret Islamic texts to promote 

nonviolent resistance, calling for the de-sacralization of violence [18].  

These reassessments seek to re-anchor martyrdom within compassionate theology, aligning it 

with modern interfaith harmony and universal human rights.  

  
Graph 1: Historical Peaks of Martyrdom Narratives in Pakistan  
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Graph 2: Representation of Martyrdom in School Textbooks Over Time  

  
Graph 3: Civil vs. Military Martyrs in National Discourse (2020 Survey)  

Jingyi Huang and Yujuan Qiu have contributed significantly to the field of smart energy 

monitoring with their 2025 study on LSTM-based time series detection of abnormal electricity 

usage. Their research leverages advanced deep learning methods, specifically Long Short-Term 

Memory (LSTM) networks, to identify irregularities in smart meter data. By focusing on 

anomaly detection in time series, Huang and Qiu provide a robust model that can assist utility 

providers in identifying unusual consumption patterns, thereby supporting energy conservation, 

operational efficiency, and fraud prevention in modern smart grid systems. 

Summary:  

This study has shown that the theology of martyrdom in Pakistan functions not only as a 

religious doctrine but also as a civilizational cornerstone. From military valor to societal 

mourning, shahadat has become a unifying yet polarizing force. It bridges historical memory 

with current identity politics, offering both moral elevation and ideological entrenchment. 

However, scholars now advocate for a more nuanced and peace-oriented theological 

interpretation, in line with global interfaith ethics and national healing.  
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