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Abstract

Using a historical-semantic approach, this article examines the conceptual
transformation of the term shahid from the pre-Islamic period to the early
Islamic era. The study aims to explain the process through which the
meaning of the term shifted from “witness/present person” to the technical
referent of “one killed in the cause of God.” The research employs a
descriptive-analytical method based on the documentary and library-based
collection and analysis of lexical, exegetical, and narrative sources, as well
as pre-Islamic texts. The findings indicate that: (1) the fundamental meaning
of shahid in pre-Islamic texts and in certain early Qur’aniC usages was
“witness/present person”; (2) from the middle of the Prophetic period,
particularly in biographical accounts of the Prophet, the statements of the
Companions, and certain narrations, the use of shahid gradually became
more referentially specific, and the concept of “a person killed in the cause
of God” became established; and (3) this semantic shift was primarily an
intra-religious process resulting from socio-intellectual factors, including
the experience of jihad, the religious validation of martyrdom, and the
expansion of the cultural norm of self-sacrifice, rather than merely the
consequence of influence from cultures external to Islam, particularly
Christianity. By proposing a framework for analyzing the semantic
development of religious terms, the article recommends that future studies
employ quantitative methods, such as lexical frequency analysis in historical
texts, as well as cross-linguistic analyses.

Keywords: shahid, historical semantics, semantic change, early Islam,
martyrdom
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The semantic history of religious terminology

constitutes a central field of inquiry in historical
semantics because religious words frequently
undergo conceptual changes in response to
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transformations in belief, ritual practice, collective
experience, and social organization. The term
shahid is particularly significant in this respect. In
contemporary Islamic discourse, it primarily
denotes a person Kkilled in the cause of God;
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however, lexical, Qur’anic, poetic, exegetical,
narrative, and historical evidence suggests that this
technical meaning was not the earliest or exclusive
signification of the term. Its foundational meaning
was closely associated with witnessing, presence,
observation, and testimony. Classical Arabic
lexicographers generally define shahid as
synonymous with shahid, while also recording its
later juridical and religious application to one killed
in the cause of God. Al-Farahidi relates the term to
the act of witnessing and giving testimony, whereas
Al-Jawhari explicitly records both “witness” and
“one killed in the cause of God” among its
established meanings (Al-Farahidi, 1989; Al-
Jawhari, 1989). Similarly, al-Isfahani explains the
semantic relationship among presence,
observation, and testimony, indicating that
testimony entails a form of knowledge grounded in
direct or inward perception (Al-Isfahani, 1991).
The present study therefore investigates how
shahid developed from the general meaning of
“witness” or “one who is present” into the
specialized religious meaning of “one killed in the
cause of God.” It addresses three principal
questions: what the term meant in pre-Islamic and
early Meccan contexts, how its semantic center
changed during the Medinan and post-Prophetic
periods, and whether this transformation resulted
primarily from internal Islamic developments or
from external influences, particularly Christian
martyr traditions. By examining the chronological
distribution and contextual associations of the
word, the study seeks to provide a systematic
account of semantic specialization within the
formative discourse of early Islam.

The study adopts historical semantics as its
principal theoretical framework and employs a
descriptive-analytical, = documentary  research
design. Historical semantics examines changes in
lexical meaning across successive periods by
relating linguistic developments to their social,
intellectual, cultural, and religious contexts. In
particular, the analysis draws on Ullmann’s
classification of semantic change, including
semantic specialization, generalization,

AN

metaphorical transfer, and movement between
concrete and abstract meanings (Ullmann, 1962).
The corpus was assembled from several categories
of primary and secondary sources: pre-Islamic
poetry, especially the Mu ‘allagat and related poetic
materials; the Qur’an, with attention to the
distinction between Meccan and Medinan
revelations; early and later Qur’anic commentaries;
Shi‘i and Sunni hadith collections; biographies of
the Prophet; accounts of the early military
expeditions; and classical Arabic dictionaries. The
lexical materials were examined through sources
such as Kitab al- ‘Ayn, al-Sihah, Lisan al- ‘Arab, Taj
al- ‘Aras, and Mufradat Alfaz al-Qur’an (Al-
Farahidi, 1989; Al-Isfahani, 1991; Al-Jawhari,
1989; Al-Zabidi al-Wasiti, 1993; Ibn Manzur,
1993). Qur’anic interpretations were compared
across early and later exegetical traditions,
including the works of Mugatil ibn Sulayman, al-
Tabari, al-Tabrisi, al-Zamakhshari, al-Suyuti, al-
Alusi, Tabataba’i, Mughniyah, Makarem Shirazi,
Qutb, and Tantawi (Al-Alusi, 1994; Al-Suyuti,
1984; Al-Tabari, 1992; Al-Tabrisi, 1996; Al-
Zamakhshari, 1987, Makarem Shirazi, 1992;
Mughniyah, 1999; Mugqatil ibn, 2002; Qutb,
2004; Tabataba'i, 1995, Tantawi, 1997). The
evidence was organized into three chronological
phases: the pre-Islamic and Meccan period, the
early Medinan period, and the later Medinan and
post-Prophetic period. Within each phase, the study
analyzed the semantic field of shahid, its recurrent
collocations, its syntagmatic relationship with
terms such as testimony, faith, death, fighting, and
the cause of God, and the gradual displacement of
its earlier semantic center.

The findings concerning the pre-Islamic and
Meccan phases indicate that the primary meaning
of shahid was “witness,” “observer,” or “one who
is present.” Pre-Islamic poetic evidence employs
shahid and related forms such as ashhadu and
mashhad in contexts of presence, participation,
observation, solemn testimony, or attendance at an
important event. In the poetry attributed to al-
Harith ibn Hillizah, for example, shahid denotes a
witness to a momentous event rather than a person
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slain in battle. Similarly, cognate forms in the
poetry of Tarafah ibn al-Abd refer to being present
at occasions of pleasure, conflict, or communal
importance. These usages correspond closely to the
lexical definitions preserved in the classical
dictionaries (Al-Farahidi, 1989; Al-Jawhari,
1989). Although pre-Islamic Arab culture strongly
valorized courage, warfare, honorable death, and
being killed by the sword rather than dying in bed,
surviving texts do not indicate that Arabs
conventionally applied the term shahid to their
warriors who died in battle. Accounts of pre-
Islamic Arab society describe death in combat as a
source of honor and collective pride, yet the
relevant vocabulary did not establish an intrinsic
semantic  connection between shahid and
battlefield death (Ali, 1970). The early Meccan
Qur’anic uses likewise preserve the meanings of
witness, observer, guarantor, or one present at an
event. In verses such as Qur’an 2:23 and 2:133, the
plural shuhada’ refers to witnesses or persons
present, not to those killed for religion. The broader
Qur’anic semantic field also attributes perfect
witnessing primarily to God, then to the Prophet,
angels, believers, and even human bodily organs
that testify to human actions. In this stage, shahid
remained embedded in the conceptual domain of
testimony, knowledge, presence, and judgment.
Consequently, neither the pre-Islamic poetic corpus
nor the earliest Qur’anic contexts support the
assumption that “one killed in the cause of God”
was an original or universally established meaning
of the term.

The decisive semantic development occurred in the
Medinan period, when the emerging Muslim
community  encountered  military  conflict,
collective sacrifice, and the deaths of believers in
battles such as Badr and Uhud. In this new
historical context, the term shahid entered into
increasingly close association with the expression
“killed in the cause of God.” The Qur’an does not
always use the word in an unambiguously technical
sense, and Tabataba’i argues that shahid in the
Qur’an consistently means a witness to human
deeds rather than a battlefield martyr (Tabataba'i,
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1995). Nevertheless, a considerable exegetical
tradition interprets shuhada’ in several Medinan
verses as referring to believers killed in God’s
cause. The principal examples are Qur’an 57:19,
3:140, and 4:69. In interpreting Qur’an 57:19,
Mugatil ibn Sulayman identifies the shuhada’ as
those among the believers who were martyred,
while al-Tabrisi and Mughniyah similarly relate the
verse to those who attained martyrdom in the cause
of God (Al-Tabrisi, 1996; Mughniyah, 1999;
Mugatil ibn, 2002). Sunni exegetes also report
interpretations  associating the term  with
combatants and those killed in jihad (Al-Alusi,
1994; Al-Dinawari, 2003; Al-Suyuti, 1984; Al-
Tabarani, 2008; Al-Tabari, 1992; Al-
Zamakhshari, 1987; Qutb, 2004; Tantawi, 1997).
Regarding Qur’an 3:140, revealed in the context of
Uhud, some commentators interpret “that He may
take witnesses from among you” as referring to the
divine honoring of those killed in battle, while
others retain the eschatological meaning of
witnesses over other communities (Al-Tabrisi,
1996; Fayd Kashani, 1994; Makarem Shirazi,
1992; Maybudi, 1992). Qur’an 4:69 is interpreted
even more directly in several commentaries, where
shuhada’ is glossed as the plural of shahid,
meaning one Killed in the cause of God (Al-
Baydawi, 1997; Al-Kufi, 1989; Al-Tabrisi; Al-
Tusi; Mugqatil ibn, 2002). These interpretations
demonstrate that the specialized meaning was
already recognized within early exegetical
transmission and was not merely a much later
linguistic innovation.

Narrative and historical evidence further shows that
the specialized meaning became firmly established
in the speech of the Prophet, the Companions, and
the Imams. Prophetic traditions use shahid and
shahdda in reference to death in God’s cause and
then extend the spiritual reward of martyrdom to
certain nonmilitary deaths. For instance, a person
killed while defending his property is described as
being “in the position of a martyr,” a formulation
that presupposes an already recognized primary
category of martyrdom against which analogous
cases could be measured (Al-Kulayni, 1987). Other
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traditions expand martyr status to believers who die
under particular circumstances or who demonstrate
complete fidelity to God, while retaining death in
God’s cause as the central and paradigmatic
referent (Al-Arusi al-Huwayzi, 1994; Al-Majlisi;
Al-Suyuti, 1984). The title Sayyid al-Shuhada’,
“Master of the Martyrs,” applied to Hamzah ibn
Abd al-Muttalib after his death at Uhud, constitutes
particularly strong evidence that the technical
meaning was current in the earliest Islamic
generations (Ibn Babawayh, 1997; Ibn Hajar).
The language attributed to the Companions
provides additional confirmation. In the expedition
of Nakhlah, Abdullah ibn Jahsh reportedly
presented his followers with a choice between
proceeding toward shahada and returning, clearly
using the term to denote death in the service of the
Prophet’s mission (Al, 1985). Ali ibn Abi Talib
likewise speaks of the mujahid shahid fi sabil
Allah, explicitly linking martyrdom, struggle, and
the cause of God (Al-Sharif al-Radi, 1993). The
historical pattern is therefore chronological: before
the Hijrah, believers were persecuted and some
were killed, but the available evidence does not
show that they were immediately designated as
shuhada’; after the Hijrah and the beginning of
organized military confrontation, the term became
increasingly associated with those killed in God’s
cause. This supports an internal semantic process
generated by Islamic experience, Qur’anic
interpretation, communal memory, and the
religious valuation of sacrifice. The hypothesis of
direct borrowing from Christian usage remains
insufficient because early Christian martyrdom
primarily emphasized bearing witness to faith
through persecution and death, whereas the earliest
specialized Islamic application emerged in close
connection with military jihad. Moreover, if
Christian influence had been decisive, the pre-
Hijrah victims of persecution would have provided
the most suitable initial referents; yet the technical
designation appears to have become conventional
only after the Medinan military encounters.

In conclusion, the semantic development of shahid
from “witness” or “one who is present” to “one

Wy

killed in the cause of God” was a gradual,
historically conditioned, and predominantly intra-
Islamic process. It did not involve the complete
disappearance of the original meaning, since the
senses of witnessing, presence, testimony, and
divine judgment continued to operate in Qur’anic,
theological, and legal discourse. Instead, a process
of semantic specialization and metaphorical
transfer occurred: the person who sacrificed his life
for God came to be regarded as the most complete
embodiment of faithful testimony, one whose death
testified to the truth of belief and whose continued
life in the divine presence made him both
spiritually present and eschatologically capable of
bearing witness. The historical experience of
warfare, the deaths of believers in the formative
battles of the Muslim community, the Qur’anic
representation of those killed in God’s cause as
living in the presence of their Lord, the interpretive
activity of early exegetes, the terminology of
Prophetic traditions, and the speech of the
Companions collectively contributed to the
stabilization of the new meaning. Once established,
this semantic center became sufficiently dominant
to support further generalization, allowing the
designation of martyr to be extended analogically
to believers who died while defending their
property, suffering particular forms of death, or
demonstrating  extraordinary  fidelity.  The
development of shahid therefore illustrates how
religious language responds to communal
experience and how lexical transformation can
encode major theological and social changes. It
also demonstrates that the semantic history of
foundational religious concepts cannot be
reconstructed solely through dictionary definitions
or isolated scriptural occurrences; it requires
chronological comparison among lexical sources,
scripture, exegesis, transmitted reports, historical
narratives, and patterns of communal usage. Future
research may strengthen this reconstruction
through  corpus-based  frequency  analysis,
systematic examination of collocations across
dated Arabic texts, comparison with Syriac, Greek,
Hebrew, and other neighboring linguistic
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traditions, and closer study of related Islamic
concepts such as jihad, life, death, sacrifice,
testimony, and eschatological reward.
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