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As Sigmund Freud once observed, “every one owes nature a death.”1 Most peo ple, except those who com mit 
sui cide, have no con trol over their own death; they do not know when, where, or how they are going to die. 
However, many have a say over where and how to be bur ied or oth er wise han dled after their death. Such 

deci sions are deeply per sonal, reflecting, among other things, dif er ent ideas about the body, the soul, and the after
life. They take on an added polit i cal valence in postmigratory set tings where racial and reli gious minor i ties face 
sys tem atic bar ri ers to full cit i zen ship and equal social stand ing. For immi grants and their chil dren, the moment of 
death is a crit i cal junc ture where longstand ing ques tions about the mean ing of home and home land come to the 
fore. In deter min ing whether to inhume their loved ones locally or to repa tri ate their remains to ances tral soils for 
burial, fam i lies with migra tory his to ries wres tle with a com plex set of emo tional, cul tural, and polit i cal ques tions 
that reflect their ambiv a lent sta tus in dom i nant national imaginaries. At a moment when wide spread xeno pho bia 
and cul tural chau vin ism has once again revealed the ten u ous nature of polit i cal com mu nity in many Euro pean 
soci e ties, endoflife prac tices ofer an arrest ing and underexplored site to exam ine the dynam ics of inclu sion and 
exclu sion. They illus trate how the elu sive quest for belong ing can fol low indi vid u als to the grave.

This arti cle draws on eth no graphic research conducted in Mar seilles, France (by Yumna Masarwa), and Berlin, 
Germany (by Osman Balkan), which included par tic i pant obser va tion with Mus lim deathcare work ers (under tak
ers and corpse wash ers) and inter views with first and sec ondgen er a tion immi grant fam i lies, con sular offi cials, and 
rep re sen ta tives of Islamic civil soci ety asso ci a tions and funeral funds ofer ing post mor tem ser vices. Through these 
inter views as well as close read ings of pri mary source mate ri als like burial laws, insur ance con tracts, and adver tise
ments for Islamic funer ary ser vices, we gained insight into the actors, net works, insti tu tions, and legal struc tures 
that deter mine the move ment of dead bod ies within and across inter na tional bor ders. We also began to appre hend 
the sig nifi  cance that indi vid u als from dif er ent back grounds attri bute to the loca tion of burial and the dif er ent rea
sons moti vat ing their deci sions to repa tri ate or bury locally.

Although we conducted our field work sep a rately in two dis tinct urban set tings, we dis cov ered sig nifi  cant points 
of con ver gence in our inter loc u tors’ reflec tions on endoflife deci sions and their socio cul tural and polit i cal impli
ca tions. Our find ings con trib ute to a grow ing body of trans dis ci plin ary schol ar ship that takes death as a pro duc tive, 
gen er a tive starting point and sees in post mor tem rit u als and prac tices a use ful win dow into sov er eignty,2 bor ders,3 
cit i zen ship,4 gen der,5 and world mak ing.6 By illus trat ing what might be under stood as the “push” and “pull” fac tors 
that deter mine the afterlives of Euro pean Mus lims, this arti cle com ple ments existing work on death in (post)migra
tory set tings.7 Acknowledging the great diver sity of migra tory tra jec to ries around the world, we see impor tant com
mon al i ties in what Yasmin Gunaratnam has called “trans na tional dying”8 that shed light on the complexities and 
con tra dic tions of polit i cal mem ber ship, iden tity, and belong ing in the twentyfirst cen tury.

Our approach to the ques tion of how minoritized com mu ni ties nav i gate trans na tional dying is informed by post co
lo nial stud ies of migra tion and the pol i tics of dif er ence in Europe. As Stu art Hall, Paul Gilroy, and oth ers have argued, 
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while there is no lin ear con nec tion between the colo nial 
and the post co lo nial, unequal rela tions of power between 
col o niz ers and col o nized pop u la tions were reconfigured 
in the wake of mass SouthNorth migra tions in the sec
ond half of the twen ti eth cen tury.9 Contemporary Euro
pean debates about immi gra tion, diver sity, and social 
cohe sion rely on increas ingly culturalized categories of 
race and reli gion to enforce dis tinc tions between “Euro
pe ans” and “nonEuro pe ans.” As Fatima ElTayeb has 
shown, such dis tinc tions are pre mised on the idea of 
a “selfcontained and homo ge neous Europe in which 
racialized minor i ties remain out sid ers per ma nently.”10 
In spite of their gen er a tion’s long pres ence or cit i zen ship 
sta tus, minoritized pop u la tions remain per pet ual for
eign ers who “con stantly have to prove their pres ence is 
legit i mate.”11 This arti cle dem on strates that such dis tinc
tions are con se quen tial in both life and in death.

After briefly intro duc ing our research sites and 
meth od ol o gies, we dis cuss the dif er ent rea sons that 
indi vid u als with migra tory his to ries opt for repatriation 
or local burial and the sig nifi  cance that they attri bute to 
such deci sions.12 Our inter views reveal how endoflife 
deci sions are informed by ideas about the mean ing of 
home and home land, feel ings of belong ing and alien
ation, a sense of respon si bil ity to ances tors or future 
gen er a tions, hopes for the after life, and attach ments to 
par tic u lar places. We dis cuss such con sid er ations both 
for indi vid u als who wish to have their bod ies repa tri ated 
to ances tral soils after death and for those who wish to 
be bur ied in France and Germany, high light ing some of 
the con ti nu i ties and con tra dic tions in these dif er ent 
points of view. In an efort to fore ground the voices of 
our inter loc u tors, we quote heavily from our inter views, 
mind ful that some state ments over lap with one another. 
In our con clu sion, we dis cuss how the ongo ing COVID
19 pan demic has impacted Islamic deathways in Europe 
and reflect on the pub lic pol icy chal lenges fac ing Euro
pean Mus lims in their eforts to bury their dead.

Living and Dying in Mar seilles and Berlin
Neither France nor Germany com pile demo graphic 
data about race, eth nic ity, or reli gious belief in their 
national censuses. According to a 2016 Pew sur vey, how
ever, France is home to the larg est num ber of Mus lims 
in Western Europe. Approximately 5.7 mil lion Mus lims 
live in France, com pris ing 8.8 per cent of its total pop
u la tion while 4.95 mil lion Mus lims live in Germany, 
account ing for 6.1 per cent of its pop u la tion.13 Of Mus
lims in France 75 per cent have ances tral con nec tions to 
Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, while roughly 63 per cent 

of Mus lims in Germany trace their ori gins to Turkey.14 
There is, of course, a great deal of het ero ge ne ity within 
Turk ish and Algerianori gin Mus lim com mu ni ties in 
France, according to this Pew sur vey, with respect to 
sect (Sunni/Shia/Alevi), eth nic ity (Turk ish/Kurd ish; 
Algerian/Kabyle/Ber ber), and of course, level of reli gi
os ity. Our use of the term Mus lim to char ac ter ize this 
diverse pop u la tion reflects the selfiden ti fi ca tion of our 
inter loc u tors, who described them selves as Mus lims, 
even though some used the term more loosely as a cul
tural, rather than a reli gious cat e gory.

Despite their numer i cal minor ity, Mus lims play an 
out sized role in pub lic debates about social cohe sion, 
inte gra tion, and national iden tity in France and Germany. 
Their height ened vis i bil ity con trib utes to sub stan tial 
errors in pub lic per cep tions of demo graphic real i ties. 
Survey respon dents in both countries vastly over es ti mate 
the actual num ber of Mus lims as well as the future pro
jec tions of Mus lim pop u la tions. A 2016 Ipsos Mori sur vey 
found that respon dents in France believed that 31 per cent 
of the coun try’s pop u la tion was Mus lim and projected 
that the num ber would grow to 40 per cent in four years’ 
time.15 In Germany, respon dents believed that 21 per cent 
of the coun try’s pop u la tion was Mus lim and projected that 
Mus lims would com prise 40 per cent of Germany’s pop u
la tion in four years’ time.16 Such mis per cep tions may be 
linked to fears of demo graphic threat—what some white 
suprem a cists in Europe call The Great Replacement.

Furthermore, a socio po lit i cal cli mate that is gen
er ally hos tile to Islam con trib utes to dis crim i na tion 
and a sense of alien ation among many Euro pean Mus
lims. Recent pub lic opin ion polls in Germany found 
that 46 per cent of respon dents agreed with the state
ment “there are too many Mus lims in Germany,” and 58 
per cent agreed that “the prac tice of reli gion should be 
severely lim ited for Mus lims.”17 Unsurprisingly a study 
by the Open Society in Berlin revealed that 89 per cent 
of Mus lims believe that they are not per ceived as Ger
man by oth ers.18 Among these respon dents, 79 per
cent reported that they had been dis crim i nated against 
because of their race, while 74 per cent asserted that 
they had been dis crim i nated against because of their 
reli gion on at least one occa sion in the pre vi ous year.19 
In addi tion to every day forms of racial and reli gious dis
crim i na tion, sev eral stud ies have also high lighted the 
sys tem atic bar ri ers faced by Euro pean Mus lims in equal 
access to edu ca tion, hous ing, and employ ment.20

Against this back drop, we focus on the burial deci
sions of the two most vis i ble and pop u lous Mus lim com
mu ni ties in Mar seilles and Berlin—those with ances tral 
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ties to Algeria and Turkey, respec tively. It is esti mated that 
a quar ter of Mar seilles’ pop u la tion is Mus lim, with Alge
rians and their descen dants con sti tut ing the larg est Mus
lim pop u la tion in France in gen eral and in Mar seilles in 
par tic u lar, mak ing this Med i ter ra nean city a micro cosm 
for under stand ing the broader expe ri ences of French 
Mus lims, their rela tions with the French state, their atti
tudes toward death and their beliefs about the after life.21 
Likewise, Berlin is an impor tant hub for Turk ishGer man 
life. Often described as the larg est Turk ish city out side 
of Turkey owing to its siz able Turk ish dias pora, neigh
bor hoods such as Kreuzberg and Neukölln have become 
iconic sites of trans na tion al ism and cul tural syn cre tism.22

Through our inter views, we dis cov ered that repa
triation to what they call the bled or memleket (home
land) was the pre ferred option for the major ity of our 
respon dents, espe cially among firstgen er a tion immi
grants and indi vid u als hold ing burial insur ance pol i cies. 
Based on infor ma tion pro vided by Mus lim under tak ers 
and data released by funeral funds admin is tered by the 
Turk ishIslamic Union for Religious Afairs (DITIB) and 
The Islamic Community National Vision (UKBA), whose 
com bined mem ber ship is roughly 375,000 across West
ern Europe, we esti mate that between 70 and 85 per cent 
of French Algerians and Turk ish Ger mans are repa tri
ated for burial. Members of DITIB and UKBA’s funeral 
funds are repa tri ated at an even higher rate—close to 95 
per cent.23 While we do not wish to make defin i tive state
ments about the exact vol ume of repatriation because 
of the lim ited avail abil ity of empir i cal data, our find ings 
are in line with existing work on the crossbor der repa
triation of minoritized com mu ni ties in Europe. These 
stud ies, which focus on Turk ish and Moroccan Mus
lims in the Netherlands and Belgium, Moroccan and 
Senegaleseori gin migrants in Spain, Alevi com mu ni ties 
in Germany, and Ben gali Mus lims in London, attest to 
the wide spread prac tice of post hu mous repatriation to 
countries of birth or ori gin for burial.24 In this arti cle, we 
seek to dis en tan gle the rea sons behind such deci sions 
and what they sig nify for our respon dents.

As men tioned above, the inter views that we draw 
on were conducted sep a rately in dif er ent places and 
moments in time. Balkan car ried out his field work in Ber
lin and Istanbul between 2013 and 2017, while Masarwa’s 
ongo ing multisited field work com menced in Mar seilles 
in August 2018. Our research included exten sive par tic
i pant obser va tion of the Islamic deathcare indus try in 
Berlin and Mar seilles. Balkan worked along side Mus lim 
under tak ers in sev eral Islamic funeral homes, accom
pa ny ing them on trips to hos pi tals, morgues, munic i pal 

offices, mosques, air ports, and cem e ter ies. He also par
tic i pated in local funeral cer e mo nies and helped pre pare 
corpses for inter na tional repatriation. Masarwa worked 
along side female corpse wash ers who are tasked with 
the wash ing (ghusl), shrouding (kafan), and entombing 
of deceased female Mus lims. In addi tion to our eth no
graphic research, we conducted inter views with numer
ous actors involved in endoflife care as well as bereaved 
fam i lies and first and sec ondgen er a tion immi grants 
in both Ara bic and French (Masarwa) and Turk ish (Bal
kan) lan guages we speak with native pro fi ciency. Taken 
together, we interviewed approx i ma tely three hun dred 
fifty men and women between the ages of twenty and 
eighty. These indi vid u als represented a crosssec tion of 
the Turk ish and Algerian com mu ni ties in Berlin and Mar
seilles, com pris ing mem bers of dif er ent socio eco nomic 
clas ses, lev els of edu ca tion, and cit i zen ship sta tuses. In 
addi tion to mem bers of the pub lic, we also interviewed 
key infor mants with expert, first hand knowl edge of 
Islamic funer als in Germany and France, such as Mus lim 
under tak ers and pal li a tive care work ers, imams, and rep
re sen ta tives of burial insur ance pro vid ers.

Balkan’s inter views took place in funeral homes, 
mosques, civil soci ety asso ci a tions, elderly care facil i
ties, youth cen ters, con sul ates, and in peo ple’s homes. 
Masarwa has been conducting her inter views in 
mosques, hos pi tals, con sul ates, homes, human i tar ian 
asso ci a tions, and at an Islamic funeral home in Mar
seilles’s Third District (3ème arron disse ment), a neigh
bor hood with a high con cen tra tion of Mus lim res i dents 
that is one of the city’s poorest areas. Founded in 1991, 
the funeral home spe cial izes in body repatriation and 
ofers its mem bers an insur ance pol icy called assur
ance décès (burial insur ance). Masarwa has been inter
viewing mem bers who visit the funeral home to renew 
their insur ance pol icy or to obtain a new one as well as 
bereaved fam i lies with insur ance pol i cies and oth ers 
who seek out funer ary ser vices.

Members of the assur ance décès can choose between 
two kinds of annual burial insur ance—one that cov ers 
local burial in France or one that cov ers post hu mous repa
triation to the coun try of ori gin of the deceased.25 In both 
cases, the con tract cov ers the trans fer of the dead body 
to the morgue, the rit ual wash ing (ghusl) and shrouding 
(kafan) of the body, the coffi n, and the trans fer to the 
cem e tery either in France or in Algeria. For repatriations, 
it cov ers a plane ticket for a fam ily mem ber to accom pany 
the coffi n/body to its final des ti na tion in Algeria. These 
ser vices are nearly iden ti cal to those pro vided by DITIB 
and UKBA’s funeral funds, with one impor tant caveat. 
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While UKBA’s funeral fund will pay for mem bers to be 
bur ied in Western Europe, DITIB’s will not, thereby cre
at ing an eco nomic incen tive for repatriation.26

With that in mind, it would be mis lead ing to 
assume that indi vid u als who lead trans na tional lives are 
nec es sar ily des tined for a par tic u lar coun try in death. 
While deci sions about where and how to be bur ied are 
com pli cated not least because the act of burial con fers a 
sense of fix ity to iden ti ties that are decid edly more fluid 
in life, such deci sions do not occur in a vac uum.27 Post
humous prac tices involve a vari ety of for mal actors and 
infor mal net works. They unfold within legal, polit i cal, 
and eco nomic struc tures that may at times come into 
con flict with cul tural val ues or reli gious con vic tions. As 
we illus trate in greater detail below, the Mus lim corpse 
embodies a range of overlapping desires, expe ri ences, 
and expec ta tions connected to his to ries of migra tion, 
set tle ment, and return, as well as atti tudes toward 
death and beliefs about the after life.

“The Soil Calls You”: Making Sense of Repatriation
In this sec tion we ana lyze the dif er ent rea sons given by 
our inter view part ners to jus tify their pref er ence to be 
repa tri ated for burial in ances tral home lands. A num
ber of themes emerge that speak to dif er ent aspects 
of trans na tional life and death for Euro pean Mus lims. 
These include the reli gious valence and sym bolic value 
of par tic u lar soils, the impor tance of fulfilling reli
gious obli ga tions and tra di tions, the desire to be among 
one’s fore bears and to serve as ref er ence point for one’s 
descen dants, anx i eties about what may hap pen to one’s 
body after death, and feel ings of social exclu sion and 
alien ation. We dis tin guish these for ana lyt i cal pur poses 
but at times our inter loc u tors’ state ments over lap or 
con tra dict each other, underscoring the com plex ity of 
endoflife con sid er ations and delib er a tions.

One sen ti ment expressed by sev eral of Masarwa’s 
respon dents in Mar seilles was the desire to be bur ied in 
a “Mus lim coun try.”28A Frenchborn, sec ondgen er a tion  
Algerian nurse who spe cial izes in pal li a tive care and has 
a good deal of expe ri ence with death and dying put it as 
fol lows:

I want to be bur ied in Algeria, a hun dred per cent in 
Algeria, in Oran exactly. This is my dearest wish. My soul 
will rest bet ter in a Mus lim coun try than in a Chris tian one. 
French cem e ter ies scare me. I think that I will not sleep 
in peace in a French cem e tery; my soul will be dis turbed. 
I tell my chil dren every day that I will never for give them 
if they bury me in France. I was born in Mar seilles on 
Octo ber 30, 1960. My sis ter is sixtyfive years old and was 

also born in Mar seilles. My mother arrived in France at 
the age of fift een and my father at the age of sev en teen. 
I did my stud ies, and I am a nurse spe cial iz ing in pro vid
ing pal li a tive care to ter mi nally ill patients. Believe me, I 
washed and dressed dead peo ple of all  races, of all  reli
gions, and of all  ages. All of my life, I have con sid ered that 
death is the same for every one and that death is equal to 
every one, but I was mis taken, and with time I real ized 
that race is race and reli gion is reli gion. The way we [Mus
lims] see death is totally dif er ent from the way the French see 
it; there is a gap. Chris tians see death in a totally dif er ent 
way than we [Mus lims] do. Death for us, I think, is based 
on rahma (mercy), on du’a (praying for the dead) and on 
the rest ing in peace of the soul. Here [France], they made 
busi ness out of death and they make money out of it, 
which both ers me a lot. We [Mus lims] respect death a lit
tle more, it is free and there are pray ers. There is sup port 
even after death, supporting the bereaved fam i lies with 
their pain and accep tance. Thus, we are not the same.29

Interviewees of dif er ent ages and gen er a tions expressed 
a strong desire to be bur ied in a Mus lim coun try. A first
gen er a tion seventysevenyearold man said, “I would 
still want to be bur ied in Algeria even if there were an 
Islamic cem e tery in Marseilles.”30 A sec ondgen er a tion 
thirtyyearold man stated, “My pri mary wish is not to 
be bur ied in France but in a Mus lim coun try.”31 Hassan 
(fortyeight years old), an imam and corpse washer, 
believes that “Mus lims have to be bur ied in an Islamic 
coun try.”32 In addi tion, some FrenchAlgerian Mus lims 
believe that “it is for bid den in Islam to be bur ied among 
Chris tians.”33

Among the var i ous rea sons behind the desire to be  
bur ied in a Mus lim cem e tery in a Mus lim coun try—
Algeria in this spe cific case—are first, to be  able “to hear  
the ‘adhan (call for prayer);” many French Algerians 
believe that they will be “ able to hear the ‘adhan while 
dead” and that “with every one of the five daily ‘dhans, the 
rahma (mercy) descends on the dead.” Second, in Algeria, 
when peo ple pass by a cem e tery, “they say alsalam ‘alay
kum (peace be upon you) greet ing every one interred in 
the cem e tery.” Third, when peo ple go to visit the grave of 
a loved one in Algeria, “they enter the cem e tery and say 
alsalam ‘alaykum addressing all  those bur ied there. They 
also recite alFatiha (the open ing chap ter of the Quran) 
and make du’a (pray ers to the dead) to all  the deceased 
in the cem e tery.”34 In addi tion to these rea sons, French 
Mus lims expressed their desire to be bur ied according to 
the Islamic tra di tions, that is, fac ing Mecca and in direct 
soil, as French law requires burial in a coffi n.35

The notion of a “Mus lim” or “Islamic” coun try finds 
spe cific expres sion in the every day rit u als and prac tices 
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that occur in Mus lim soci e ties like the broad cast ing of 
the call to prayer or the rec i ta tion of col lec tive pray ers 
by vis i tors to Mus lim cem e ter ies. In discussing such 
prac tices, a Mus lim under taker in Berlin observed that 
some of his cus tom ers were dis ap pointed about the lack 
of burial plots in the city’s only mosqueadja cent cem
e tery, Friedhof Columbiadamm. The cem e tery is one of 
Berlin’s four burial grounds that have ded i cated space 
for Mus lim gra ves and its close prox im ity to the Şehitlik 
Mosque in north ern Neukölln means that it falls within 
the sonic range of the call to prayer. This under taker 
questioned the moti va tions of those wish ing to be bur
ied in this par tic u lar cem e tery. “They say they want to 
hear the sound of the call to prayer,” he said dis par ag
ingly, “but they never both ered to go to the mosque 
when they were alive! They didn’t hear it then, so what 
does it mat ter if they hear it when they’re dead?”36

Mosque atten dance not with stand ing, Balkan’s inter
view part ners in Berlin empha sized the sig nifi  cance of 
par tic u lar soils, though they were not often discussed 
in reli gious terms. “The soil pulls you” [toprak çekiyor] 
is a phrase that many peo ple used to under score the 
extraor di nary mag ne tism of natal soils, a point we 
return to below. One woman in her midforties who had 
emi grated to Germany from Turkey as a child described 
how dif er ent the two countries were, focus ing on the 
emo tional sig nifi  cance of her natal vil lage’s nat u ral 
land scape. “The rocks, the soil, the air, the water—it’s 
com pletely dif er ent. I even miss the stones. I want to 
return to my home land [memleket] when I die.”37

Another inter viewee, who was born in the East
ern Turk ish prov ince of Tunceli (Dersim), empha sized 
the impor tance of the phys i cal land scape and soil 
when reflecting on his own burial pref er ences. “The 
soil means every thing to me,” he said. “It is honor, it is 
wealth. It means every thing. I was born in that soil and 
I will go back to that soil, at least that’s my view. Some
times my wife says to me, we should be bur ied here [in 
Germany] if that’s what the kids want, but I’m not con
vinced. Take me back to my home land [memleket] so 
that at least the bugs and ants from my vil lage can eat 
me!”38 His state ments reflect a cer tain sense of pride 
not only in the soil itself but also of the broader eco sys
tem within which his vil lage is situated—includ ing its 
insects—who in his view, are best suited to con sume his 
corpse. In some cases, as we dis cuss in the next sec tion, 
soils are explic itly nation al ized and assume extraor di
nary qual i ties as spa tial man i fes ta tions of more abstract 
notions such as home, moth er land, or home land.

“I Want to Be Buried Where I Was Born”:  
Allegiance to the Homeland and Postmortem Return 
to the Birthplace

“Algeria is my mother. I was born there. Every time I land 
in Algeria, I bow down and kiss the soil. Algeria is the 
land of my par ents. It is the land of God and the land of 
my par ents.”39

Many firstgen er a tion Algerians in France have strong 
attach ments and ties to their coun try of ori gin, which 
they call and con sider home even though they have been 
liv ing in France for decades. They have a sec ond house 
there as well as extended fam ily. They visit Algeria often 
and try to spend as much time as pos si ble there. Masar
wa’s inter view ees refer to Algeria in Ara bic as bladi (my 
coun try), watani (my home land), masqat ra’si (my birth
place), and balad asli (my coun try of ori gin). In French, 
they call it chez moi (home), là bas (over there), mon pays 
(my coun try), mon pays d’origine (my coun try of ori gin), 
and mon pays natal (my native coun try). For firstgen er a
tion Algerians liv ing in Mar seilles, it is a given to be bur
ied in Algeria. Therefore, they were incred i bly sur prised 
and had some shocked facial expres sions when asked, 
Why do you want to be bur ied in Algeria? Several inter
view ees even replied, “What do you mean by why?!”

Some firstgen er a tion Algerians wish they could 
return to Algeria for ever. Nevertheless, there are many 
rea sons pre vent ing them from doing so, includ ing 
finan cial and social secu rity con cerns. Therefore, it is 
essen tial for them to be bur ied in their birth place. Their 
myth of going back home per ma nently is fulfilled when 
they are dead. Being bur ied in the coun try where they 
were born may sym bol ize the clos ing of the “cir cle” of 
immi gra tion. Such respon dents believe that their soul 
will rest in peace in their home land. As one inter viewee 
put it when asked why she wanted to be bur ied in Alge
ria, “on est tranquille là bas, en Algérie” (we are tran quil 
there in Algeria).

Yet, despite the afore men tioned motives, we must 
under stand body repatriation among firstgen er a tion 
Algerian immi grants within the national and post co
lo nial con texts. Most of these immi grants arrived in 
France for work in the 1960s and 1970s. Many do not 
have French cit i zen ship and do not seek it because, as 
they explained, they see it as a betrayal to their home 
coun try. Moreover, they have tragic mem o ries of 
France’s col o ni za tion of Algeria and of the Algerian War 
of Independence. Therefore, they dem on strate their 
alle giance and attach ment to Algeria by only hav ing an 
Algerian pass port and by being bur ied there. One inter
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viewee said, “I want to be bur ied in Algeria because I am 
faith ful (fidèle) to my coun try. I don’t want to be bur ied 
in France. I don’t want French cit i zen ship. I swear by 
God that I will never get nor carry the French pass port 
in my pocket. I hate it.”40

The soci ol o gist Abdelmalek Sayad pos its that Alge
rian immi grants dis cover nation al ism in France. He 
writes, “No immi grant from the col ony, and no native 
who emi grates to the metrop o lis, can for get that he is 
first and fore most some one who has been col o nized (and 
not just an immi grant in the sense that any for eigner can 
be an immi grant). Because he had been a man who had 
been col o nized, or a man whose polit i cal and his tor i cal 
national exis tence had been denied, emi gra tion pro
vided the Algerian emi grant with the oppor tu nity to dis
cover pol i tics and nation al ism.” 41 It should also be men
tioned here that all  of the FrancoAlgerian respon dents 
interviewed for this pro ject remem ber the exact date of 
their arrival to France. According to Lacan, “Desire is the 
efect of the lost needs: loss returns and pres ents itself 
as desire. Desire is not the same as need.”42 Building on 
this insight, the desire of firstgen er a tion Algerians to 
return home might be under stood as an efect of lost 
needs, which arose upon their arrival to France. These 
repressed or lost needs of the Algerian immi grants—
home land, ances tors, fam ily, lan guage, rit u als, respect, 
dig nity, and so on—are the cause of their con stant desire 
to go back to Mother Algeria and rest in its womb/soil.

“Our Graves Are Our Genealogical Records”: 
Cultivating Intergenerational Attachments

“I want to be bur ied in Algeria because Algeria is our 
coun try, our roots, and our ori gin. I would still want to 
be bur ied in Algeria even if there was a Mus lim cem e tery 
in Mar seilles. I do not want to be bur ied in France.”43

“From the age of zero until the age of eigh teen, we spent 
all  our sum mer vaca tions in Algeria. It was there where I 
got to meet and know my roots (racines). My last name is 
Amer. I have not met any one in France with the last name 
Amer, but, when we go to Algeria, I find so many peo ple 
with the same last name as mine, Amer.”44

“I want to be bur ied in Algeria. My two daugh ters want to 
be bur ied there as well. I cre ated the con nec tion between 
them and Algeria. We vis ited Algeria very often and we 
spent our entire sum mer vaca tions there.”45

Secondgen er a tion French Algerians who were born in 
France in the 1950s–1970s are attached to their coun
try of ori gin because of their par ents who took them 
to Algeria every year on their sum mer vaca tion. These 

French Algerians do the same with their chil dren as 
their par ents did with them. Many of them have a sec
ond home in Algeria where they go sev eral times a year 
to spend the school vaca tions as a fam ily.46

Several sec ondgen er a tion inter view ees said that 
they take these trips in order to cre ate a link between 
their chil dren and Algeria, to expose their chil dren to 
Algerian cul ture, and to make them speak Ara bic. They 
added that because there will be no one to take their 
children when they die, they want to be bur ied in Alge
ria because their tomb will con nect their chil dren liv ing 
in France to the coun try of ori gin. The attach ment they 
formed between their chil dren and Algeria will con tinue 
after their death. Some even con sider their tomb as what 
brings the fam ily together and what makes their chil dren 
go to Algeria and gather there. One woman said, “I want 
to be bur ied in Algeria to stay in my coun try of ori gin and 
so that my chil dren can come and gather at my grave.”47

Similar sen ti ments were expressed by indi vid u
als who were born in Turkey and came to Germany as 
chil dren or adults. Many stated that repatriation was a 
desir able option because it would encour age their chil
dren and grandchildren to visit their gra ves and main
tain some sort of con nec tion to ances tral soils. In one 
inter view, a retired Turk ish nurse who emi grated to 
Germany as a tenyearold explained that “my hus band 
wants to be bur ied in his memleket (home land) so that 
our chil dren visit him there and main tain their ties to 
Turkey.” While she thought it would be bet ter for her to 
be bur ied in Germany, she wor ried whether this would 
be the wrong choice for her fam ily. “Maybe I should be 
bur ied next to him,” she said, “because this would be 
eas ier for my chil dren. When you become a mother or 
a father, you think of your chil dren even after death.”48

In relat ing how impor tant it was for youn ger gen
er a tions to take pride in and iden tify with where their 
fore bears came from, an Alevi reli gious leader described 
the cen tral ity of com mu nal burial grounds in ances tral 
vil lages.49 “Our gra ves are our gene a log i cal records,” he 
said. “I know my greatgreatgrand fa ther’s grave and 
for me this is my his tory. I don’t have to ask any one—I 
can go to the cem e tery and see two hun dred, two hun
dred and fifty years of his tory. My child sees this too, 
and for him the grave serves as a ref er ence point. This is 
very impor tant for us Alevis.”50

Deathways acquire a spe cific polit i cal sig nifi  cance 
for Alevis in the dias pora because of a his tory of con flict 
with Sun nism in Turkey.51 One inter viewee described 
how such hos til i ties car ried over in death, cre at ing 
emo tional and logis ti cal chal lenges for Alevis in Berlin. 
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“In the 1980s and even until the mid1990s there were a 
lot of prob lems,” he said. “I remem ber a sit u a tion where 
one of the imams at the Şehitlik Mosque refused to pro
vide funer ary ser vices for an Alevi fam ily and told them, 
“You Alevis don’t come to the mosque when you’re alive. 
Why do you bring your dead here? You shouldn’t bring 
them here.”52 In his study of Alevi com mu ni ties in 
Germany, Zirh found that the desire to “res cue” Alevi 
funer als from Sunni mosques was a strong moti va tion 
behind the Alevi revival of the 1990s, which resulted in 
wider invest ments in social, polit i cal, and cul tural insti
tu tions. The demand for proper longdis tance funer als 
has encour aged the cre a tion of immi grant asso ci a tions 
in a vari ety of dif er ent national set tings.53

The desire to main tain mul ti gen er a tional links to 
ances tral home lands was at times connected to broader 
national aspi ra tions. A Kurd ish activ ist who received 
polit i cal asy lum in Germany in the 1980s was a strong 
pro po nent of repatriation, even though he had been liv
ing in exile for more than thirty years:

I believe that the bod ies should be sent to Turkey. . . .  
The third gen er a tion’s ties to the coun try are fray ing. 
Why should bod ies be repa tri ated to our soil? So that 
peo ple don’t lose their con nec tions to the coun try, to 
their own soil. This isn’t nation al ism. People should visit 
the grave once or twice a year. It should be there [in Tur
key]. People say that your home land is where you are 
born but you should be bur ied in your own soil too. 95 
per cent of peo ple who main tain their con nec tions with 
the home land are repa tri ated for burial.54

Even in the absence of a Kurd ish state, this inter viewee, 
now in his sixties, thought it was impor tant for Kurds in 
Germany to be bur ied in Turkey. He saw repatriation as  
a futureori ented prac tice that would bind youn ger gen
er a tions to ances tral soils and cre ate a sense of Kurd
ish con scious ness. While he empha sized that he didn’t 
think this was nation al is tic, he con stantly ref er enced 
Kur di stan through out the inter view. Like the Alevi reli
gious leader quoted above, he believed that repatria
tion would cul ti vate his tor i cal aware ness and pride in a 
place that did not have the same res o nance or mean ing 
for youn ger gen er a tions.

That said, some of our respon dents were skep ti
cal about the fea si bil ity of grave vis its. They wor ried 
that repatriation could, coun ter in tu i tively, result in the 
aban don ment of a fam ily mem ber. Describing the con
ver sa tions he has had with cus tom ers, a Mus lim under
taker observed that in many cases fam i lies were try ing 
to ful fill the deceased’s last wishes, even if they didn’t 

make sense. “You ask the fam ily what they want to do 
and they say it’s going to a vil lage in Elazığ [a prov ince 
in Eastern Turkey],” he said,

And then you ask them, “who’s left in the vil lage,” and 
they tell me, sheep ishly, that there’s no one left, that the 
vil lage is empty. But this was their last wish—that’s what 
they wanted. OK, fair enough. But you’re going to send 
this poor guy back and bury him there but when are you 
going to go visit his grave? And what do they say? We’ll 
visit him when we go on vaca tion. You start to won der, 
but they don’t want to dis re spect the last wishes. I mean, 
this per son has made that their dying wish. Even if it’s 
illog i cal, it’s done. And some fam i lies see that it’s illog i cal 
but they do it any way because they are fulfilling some
one’s last wish.55

As we recount below, the fea si bil ity of grave vis its is one 
of the pri mary rea sons given by respon dents who wish 
to be bur ied in France or Germany. Here too, fam ily 
con nec tions play an impor tant role. The deceased are 
anchored by their chil dren rather than the other way 
around. More spe cifi  cally, the grave site is envisioned 
not as a mag net to draw chil dren to ances tral lands but 
as an anchor to help deepen their sense of belong ing in 
France and Germany.

Nevertheless, some respon dents felt pulled by their 
ances tors and found com fort in the idea that they would 
be bur ied among their kin. “I want to be bur ied next to 
my par ents, next to my ances tors in our famil ial cem e
tery in Kabyle,” said a man who arrived in France in 1957 
at the age of five.56 The chibanis, firstgen er a tion male 
Maghrebi immi grants who arrived to France in the early 
1960s to work, stayed in France upon retire ment, and 
live alone in dor mi to ries, fre quently men tioned their 
extended fam ily in Algeria when explaining their burial 
pref er ences. “I have all  of my fam ily there,” was a com
mon refrain. French Algerians whose par ents are bur
ied in Algeria also spoke of their wish to be bur ied next 
to them. This sen ti ment was espe cially strong for those 
who emi grated from the Kabyle region, who noted that 
fam i lies were always bur ied together in vil lage cem e ter
ies and wished to con tinue this tra di tion.

The desire to be among one’s kin in death reflects 
an efort to reaffirm com mu nal bonds and give them a 
sense of per ma nence. It is a fam ily reunion of the dead. 
As Zirh puts it, “transporting a dead mem ber back to 
the vil lage is a rit u al ized and spa tial prac tice of com
mu nitymak ing beyond national cartographies.”57 We 
would add that it is also a prac tice of com mu nity mak
ing that extends beyond indi vid ual life times. In cer tain 
cases, the dead may have good rea son to want to be 
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among their com pa tri ots. One inter viewee recounted 
a sit u a tion where a friend jok ingly told his elderly 
mother that he would bury her in Germany when she 
died. The mother, a native speaker of the Kurd ish Zaza 
lan guage, said, “Son, what am I going to do if you bury 
me here? I don’t know their lan guage. Bring me back 
to my home land so that I can speak to the dead in my 
mother tongue!”58 Reflecting on this exchange he said 
that “even if it was just a joke, there’s some truth in it. It 
shows how much long ing there is.”59

The long ing for belong ing fol lows indi vid u als to 
their gra ves. In some cases, expe ri ences with rac ism, 
dis crim i na tion, and exclu sion influ ence indi vid u als’ 
desire to be bur ied in Turkey or Algeria. As we describe 
in the next sec tion, such sen ti ments are har bored by 
mem bers of the first gen er a tion, their chil dren, and 
even their grandchildren.

“They Do Not Like Us Here”: Identity Redefinition 
among the Second Generation
Repatriation among the sec ond or third gen er a tion—
indi vid u als in their twenties and thirties—may be a 
ques tion of iden tity redefi  ni tion. Masarwa’s inter view ees 
spoke fre quently about their impoverished liv ing con di
tions, expe ri ences with dis crim i na tion and social exclu
sion, and the ques tion of iden tity. They claim they “do not 
belong here [France],” and that French soci ety “blocks 
them every where.” Many even say, “I feel Algerian.” This 
indi cates that this gen er a tion is in the pro cess of redefin
ing its iden tity, one that priv i le ges Algeria and Islam over 
France. Moreover, these inter views reveal that sec ond 
and thirdgen er a tion French Mus lims feel and/or iden
tify either as French or Algerian based on the extent to 
which they feel accepted by French soci ety. Although this 
is not reduc ible to class, those in higher socio eco nomic 
posi tions with sta ble employ ment and bet ter edu ca tional 
cre den tials reported feel ing more French than those who 
were socially and eco nom i cally mar gin al ized.

Many sec ondgen er a tion French Mus lims face struc
tural exclu sion in the form of pov erty, unem ploy ment, 
and rac ism. They are cat e go rized as strang ers, Arab s,  
and Mus lims.60 It seems that the social cat e go ri za tion 
and neg a tive ste reo types faced by this gen er a tion leads 
them to per ceive them selves as the broader French soci
ety per ceives them—as Arab s and Mus lims—despite the 
fact that they are nei ther famil iar with Islamic cul ture 
nor speak Ara bic. Thus, want ing to be bur ied in Algeria 
makes them feel Algerian and Mus lim.

During her research in France and Algeria, Masarwa 
noticed that sec ondgen er a tion French Algerians are 

treated as a homog e nous group in both countries. In 
France, they are often referred to as immi grants (immi
grés) although they were born in France and have no his
tory of immi gra tion or arrival. In Algeria, they are called 
emi grants (émigrés) even though they were not born in 
Algeria, and they have no his tory of emi gra tion or depar
ture. They are nei ther here nor there.

Another prac tice that sheds light on ques tions 
of iden tity redefi  ni tion is the repatriation of infants 
and still born babies. In 2018, the funeral home where 
Masarwa has conducted research repa tri ated twelve 
infants to Algeria. Seven were still born, four were 
between one and twelve months, and one was five years 
old. On April 15, 2019, she attended the prep a ra tion of 
a still born at the morgue at Hôpital Nord in Mar seilles 
before being repa tri ated to Algeria. She also had a con
ver sa tion with the par ents, who are in their twenties. 
Based on these expe ri ences, it is plau si ble to assume 
that these young par ents pro ject on their own unformed 
iden tity when they decide to bury their infants far away 
from them in Algeria, a coun try where they do not live. 
Moreover, par ents who repa tri ate their infants or still
born babies to Algeria say that they will join their chil
dren in Algeria when they die. This prac tice reflects a 
reverse gene al ogy of the rela tion ship between death 
and belong ing.61

Visitors to Berlin’s Mus lim burial grounds will 
notice the pres ence of many infants and still born babies 
among the dead. What is strik ing about these tombs is 
the presence of Turkish flags, which par al lels the pro
jec tion of national iden tity described above. The use of 
a flag on a baby’s grave says much more about the liv ing 
than the dead. The idea of a nation al is tic baby seems 
unten a ble, but the deci sion to mark their gra ves with 
Turk ish flags can be read as a strat egy of pre fig u ra tive 
iden tity con struc tion in sit u a tions where per son hood is 
not yet devel oped.

Like their coun ter parts in France, sec ond and 
thirdgen er a tion adults in Germany also describe how 
dis crim i na tion and social exclu sion moti vates post
hu mous repatriation. When asked why indi vid u als 
might decide to be bur ied in Turkey, one respon dent 
put it quite bluntly, “Racism. People are still excluded 
here and xeno pho bic sen ti ment is on the rise.” Another 
inter viewee, a suc cess ful busi ness owner in his mid
forties who came to Germany as an infant observes that 
“Our soil is there [Turkey] and I want to be bur ied there. 
I grew up here [in Germany], but our soil is there. We 
live here, we do every thing here but this place never 
fully accepted us and it won’t. It’s impos si ble. We will 
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always remain for eign ers here, so what’s the point of 
being bur ied in a for eign coun try?”62

This feel ing of being out of place, of being a for
eigner in a coun try where you have lived the major
ity of your life, is a phe nom e non indexed by minor ity 
pop u la tions across the world, who, because of their 
migra tory his to ries, remain out side dom i nant national 
imaginaries. The expe ri ence of social death and dis
crim i na tion gives rise to a long ing for belong ing that, 
for some, is actu al ized in post hu mous repatriation for 
burial. A retired fac tory worker who had been liv ing in 
Germany for more than thirtyfive years and had raised 
both of his chil dren in Berlin put it quite force fully: “I 
was always Ausländer [for eigner], and I don’t want to be 
Ausländer in my grave!”63

A Mus lim under taker in Berlin spoke about the 
“pro found home sick ness” his cus tom ers felt and how 
their sense of estrange ment in Germany moti vated their 
deci sion to be bur ied in Turkey. “ ‘I’m in gurbet here, I’m 
a for eigner here,’ they say to them selves. At least let me 
go home when I die.”64 Unprompted, the under taker 
reflected on his own burial pref er ences. “Sometimes 
I think about being bur ied in the vil lage, too,” he said, 
“but then I ask myself, why? You won’t rec og nize it and 
it won’t rec og nize you. But you have a mem ory there, an 
expe ri ence, you think to your self that this is your place, 
you aren’t a stranger there, no one will tell you ‘You’re 
not from here, you don’t belong here’ . . .” He paused 
for a moment and took a deep breath. “In the end, it 
doesn’t really mat ter where you’re bur ied, really. What’s 
impor tant is for your spirit to go to the right place, but 
peo ple still say that they’re wor ried about what will hap
pen to them if they are bur ied here in Germany. ‘My 
corpse shouldn’t be in gurbet,’ they say. Can you imag
ine? Open the ground in five years and you won’t find 
any thing but bones.”65 As we describe in the next sec
tion, some of our respon dents were, indeed, quite anx
ious about what would hap pen to their bod ies if they 
were bur ied in France or Germany.

“I Want to Be Buried Once and for All”:  
Fear of Exhumation, Cremation, and Unaffordable 
Burial Plots

“I want to be bur ied at home (chez moi [Algeria]) because 
there, they bury the dead only once and the corpse does 
not move any more. That is all , it is over. There [Algeria], 
they will bury me just once and they would not touch me 
any more while here [France], we must pay, oth er wise 
they will remove our remains. So, no, I do not want to 
be bur ied here in France. Once we are dead, we must be 

quiet. I want my body to be [bur ied] there (làbas [Alge
ria]).”66

In France and Germany, Islamic burial grounds are 
located within munic i pal cem e ter ies, where avail  able.  
As such, it would be inac cu rate to label them as “Islamic 
cem e ter ies,” since they are part of a broader, multi
confessional space. This is why they are known as car
rés musulmans (Mus lim sec tions) in France. There are 
twentyone cem e ter ies in the city of Mar seilles,67 and 
only two of them have a carré musulman (Mus lim sec
tion)—Saint Pierre and Vaudrans. There is a carré musul 
man for chil dren at the Canet Cemetery.68 In Berlin, 
there are 224 cem e ter ies, 186 of which are active. Among 
these, only 3 have spaces that are ded i cated for Mus lims. 
The larg est, with 3.5 hect ares reserved for Islamic buri
als, is Landschaftsfriedhof Gatow, in south west Berlin. 
A sec ond burial ground located within the courty ard 
of Berlin’s Şehitlik Mosque has been at full capac ity for 
many years. However, as men tioned above, some mem
bers of the city’s Mus lim com mu ni ties elect to be bur ied 
in Friedhof Columbiadamm, a mixedfaith munic i pal 
cem e tery directly adja cent to the mosque. The third, 
and newest Islamic burial ground in Berlin is located 
in the Friedhof Der St. ThomasGemeinde in the neigh
bor hood of Neukölln. Established in 2017, this sec tion 
of the cem e tery is reserved for Alevi buri als.69

Burial laws in both countries dic tate that gra ves are 
to be recycled after a cer tain period of time. In Berlin, 
gra ves are leased for a min i mum twentyyear period and 
can be renewed for an addi tional twenty to forty years. 
At the cem e tery of SaintPierre in Mar seilles, a French 
Mus lim can pur chase a burial plot for fift een years, for 
thirty years, for fifty years, or in per pe tu ity.70 If there 
are bod ies that have not been claimed by the fam ily or if 
the fam ily does not have the means to pur chase a burial 
plot, the deceased are bur ied in the fosses com munes or 
carré des indi gents (sec tion for the needy/poor), which 
the city makes avail  able. However, burial in the fosses 
com munes is for five years only. If nobody claims the 
body after five years of its burial in the fosse com mune, 
the remains are exhumed and transported to the cem
e tery’s ossu ary.

Most of our inter view ees have incom plete infor ma
tion about cem e ter ies and burial laws. Some believe that 
their remains will be cre mated after they are exhumed 
in France or Germany. Masarwa was often told, “I do not 
want to be bur ied here in France because they exhume 
and burn here. I do not want to be burned,” “I want to be 
bur ied in Algeria because I want to be bur ied once and 
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for all . I want a defin i tive burial.” During a visit to an 
elderly care home, Balkan was told by a Turk ish woman 
in her eight ies that she didn’t want to be bur ied in Ger
many because “they dig you up after ten years and dump 
some one else in your grave.”

In addi tion to the fear of exhu ma tion and cre
ma tion, some of our inter loc u tors note that the cost 
of burial plots in Germany and France is pro hib i tively 
expen sive. As of Jan u ary 1, 2019, a per pet ual plot in the 
carré musulman at the cem e tery of SaintPierre costs 
about 5.500€,71 while repa tri at ing a body to Algeria 
with out burial insur ance (assur ance décès) costs 1.800€. 
The annual cost of burial insur ance is between 25€ and 
100€ depending on the age of the insured. Thus, French 
Algerians find it much cheaper and more assur ing to 
be bur ied in Algeria. The price of a twentyyear tomb 
at Berlin’s Landschaftsfriedhof Gatow is between 940€ 
and 1,960€, plus admin is tra tive fees, while the cost of 
a tomb stone is quite var i able, rang ing from 2,500€ to 
7,000€ depending on the size, mate rial, design, and 
crafts man ship.72

Some of our respon dents find it hard to accept 
pay ing for a burial plot, since funer ary ser vices are typ
i cally sub sumed under wel fare state pol i cies in Mus
limmajor ity countries and are pro vided at reduced 
costs. However, in places like Istanbul and other urban 
cen ters, the cost of a funeral can still exceed €1,000, 
depending on the loca tion of the cem e tery and the cost 
of the head stone. While some ser vices (morgue stor age, 
corpse wash ing, coffi n, funeral shroud, transportation 
within the city lim its) are pro vided free of charge, Turk
ish cit i zens still need to pay for their burial plots, which 
in Istanbul’s most expen sive cem e ter ies can cost up to 
6,000TL (630€). By con trast, the city’s cheapest cem e
ter ies charge 100TL (11€) for a burial plot. Outside of 
urban areas, the costs are lower.

As the pre ced ing dis cus sion has shown, there are a 
host of fac tors that moti vate post hu mous repatriation 
for burial. Individuals speak of the desire to be bur ied 
in a Mus lim coun try or the place that they con sider to be 
their home land. Some wish to be among their ances tors 
in death while oth ers see their gra ves serv ing as mag
nets for sub se quent gen er a tions. Some of our respon
dents imag ine grave vis its as a prac tice that cul ti vates 
his tor i cal and cul tural con scious ness while maintain
ing inter gen er a tional lines of famil ial con ti nu ity. Still 
oth ers speak of social exclu sion and feel ing alien ated, 
not ing that the every day rac ism and dis crim i na tion 
they face as sec ondclass cit i zens is rea son enough not 
to be bur ied in countries where they have lived most of 

their lives. Furthermore, some inter view ees describe 
the pro hib i tive cost of burial in Western Europe while 
oth ers worry about what might hap pen to their corpses 
because of grave recycling.

Having discussed the rea sons moti vat ing repatria
tion, we now turn to indi vid u als who wish to be bur ied 
in France and Germany. In ana lyz ing their reflec tions 
on burial pref er ences, it becomes evi dent that there 
is sig nifi  cant over lap visàvis those who pre fer repa
triation. Individuals who want to be bur ied locally also 
fore ground the impor tance of maintaining inter gen er
a tional con ti nu ity and fam ily con nec tions, of cul ti vat
ing a sense of belong ing and attach ment to par tic u lar 
soils, and of stak ing a claim to mem ber ship in spe cific 
national com mu ni ties. However, though they ref er ence 
sim i lar fac tors, their per spec tives on these con sid er
ations lead them to the oppo site con clu sion compared 
to those who repa tri ate.

“My Children Are Here”: Family and the Desire  
for Belonging
In one of the ear li est stud ies of Islamic funer ary rit u als 
in Germany, Gerdien Jonker notes that “Islamic buri als 
are still a very rare sight in Berlin. . . .  Until the recent 
past, only 2% of Mus lim migrants have actu ally been 
bur ied here.”73 Her eth no graphic research into Islamic 
deathways in the mid1990s high lighted the ambiv a
lence her inter view part ners felt between countries of 
ori gin and set tle ment and showed how they attempted 
to over come such feel ings through inno va tions in mor
tu ary rit ual. Nearly thirty years after Jonker’s pioneer
ing research, the num ber of Mus lim buri als in France 
and Germany is on the rise, though it is still a minor ity 
prac tice.

The most com mon refrain that we heard from peo
ple who wished to be bur ied locally was, “My chil dren 
are here.” We dis cov ered that there was a gen dered 
dimen sion to this sen ti ment. Masarwa’s inter views 
reveal a strik ing pat tern in this regard. While those who 
expressed a desire to be bur ied in France were a small 
minor ity, com pris ing only 5 per cent of the total num
ber of inter view ees, every sin gle one was a female and 
75 per cent of them men tioned that their chil dren were 
a pri mary fac tor moti vat ing their deci sion to be bur ied 
in France. While we can not gen er al ize from this obser
va tion alone, it should be noted that this find ing aligns 
with a large body of fem i nist schol ar ship focused on the 
role of the fam ily under cap i tal ism and the unequal bur
dens placed on women in social repro duc tion, such as 
childcare and house hold chores. That women feel more 
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inclined to think about their chil dren’s wellbeing after 
their own death may be symp tom atic of the broader 
sen si bil i ties pro moted by this gen dered divi sion of 
labor.

One recur rent theme in our con ver sa tions about 
chil dren and burial was the idea that fam ily unity would 
be maintained if par ents were bur ied in the coun try 
where their chil dren would be liv ing in the future. Just 
as grave vis its to ances tral soils connected gen er a tions, 
grave vis its in local cem e ter ies keep emo tional bonds 
alive. “I want to be bur ied in France to be close to my 
chil dren,” a sixtytwoyearold woman who was born in 
Algeria and emi grated to France in 1990 told Masarwa.74 
Another woman, aged fortyfive, said, “I want to be bur
ied in France for my chil dren,” while a dif er ent respon
dent observed that “my chil dren are here and they will 
never leave France,” when explaining why she wanted to 
be bur ied locally.75

Some inter view ees acknowl edge the chal lenges 
of vis it ing gra ves in ances tral soils. “The vil lages are 
empty, there’s nobody left,” explained a Kurd ish man 
in Berlin. “People won der whether any one will go back 
to visit them. That’s why some peo ple say, ‘well, if I’m 
bur ied here [in Germany] at least some one will stop by 
my gravesite and leave some flow ers once in a while or 
just look at it and remem ber me.’ This is a big deal,” he 
said.76 The rit u als asso ci ated with grave vis its—plac ing  
flow ers near tomb stones, cre at ing per son al ized memo
ri als, leav ing memen tos, or cleaning up the area around 
the grave—are all  strat e gies that help indi vid u als cope 
with grief, keep the iden tity of the deceased alive, 
and, impor tantly, regen er ate their rela tion ships after 
death.77 Acknowledging that their chil dren and grand
children may be less inclined to spend their vaca tions 
in Turkey or Algeria, some respon dents sought to facil
i tate post hu mous bond ing by plac ing their bod ies in 
local soils. “I do not go to Algeria often,” a thirtyfour
yearold woman who was born in Mar seilles explained. 
“I think of my kids who do not go to Algeria. I am afraid 
that I will be for got ten if I’m bur ied in Algeria.”78

For some of our inter view ees, the prac tice of local 
burial was an explicit acknowl edg ment of their long
term set tle ment. In his study of the Hadrami Yemeni 
dias pora, Engseng Ho notes that “tomb stones abroad 
acknowl edge the shift in alle giance—from ori gins to 
des ti na tions—that migrants take whole life times or 
more to come to terms with. . . .  Graves, while they 
are end points for migrants, are begin nings for their 
descen dants, mark ing the truth of their pres ence in a 
land.”79 Similarly, in his study of the burial cus toms of 

Brit ish Mus lims, Humayun Ansari asserts that Islamic 
cem e ter ies in Britain “ofer visual point ers to the pres
ence of Mus lims and can be viewed as spa tial expres
sions of com mu nity iden tity, sol i dar ity, and ‘col lec tive 
efer ves cence.’”80 Some of our respon dents speak about 
how local burial evinces their per ma nent pres ence.

A Kurd ish man who orga nizes funer als for Ber
lin’s Kurd ish com mu nity made this point quite explic
itly dur ing a con ver sa tion about polit i cal con di tions 
in Germany and Turkey. Reflecting on the chal lenges 
faced by Kurds in Turkey he said, “For those of us who 
live here [in Germany], we con sider our selves a part of 
this soci ety. This is a truth . . .  we feel freer here, we 
can speak more freely.” When asked how such feel ings 
trans lated into burial deci sions, he observed with par
tic u lar ref er ence to youn ger gen er a tions that “they are 
here for good. God for bid, but when they die, they are 
bur ied here. This proves that they are here to stay. They 
aren’t immi grants, they are per ma nent mem bers of this 
soci ety.”81 Similarly, a fiftythreeyearold woman who 
arrived in France at age twentythree said that she pre
ferred to be bur ied in France because “I feel well here. It 
is my coun try and my chil dren are here.”82

The rec og ni tion that “we are not immi grants,” and 
that “we are here to stay,” was what motived the con
se cra tion of the first Alevi burial ground in Berlin. As 
men tioned above, the Alevi com mu nity has faced chal
lenges around endoflife care because of his to ries of 
com mu ni tar ian con flict between them selves and Sunni 
Mus lims. Speaking to report ers about the sig nifi  cance 
of a burial ground for Alevis in Berlin, Halit Büyükgöl, 
an Alevi leader and then pres i dent of the non profit orga
ni za tion The Alevi Community in Berlin, explained that 
it is a big vic tory for groups who are othered to be  able 
to have a place to bury their dead. “This is proof that we 
have put down roots in a coun try where we were once 
migrants,” he said. “It proves that we are here to stay.” 
Noting past dis agree ments with Sunni Mus lims in Ber
lin, Büyükgöl added that “our door is always open for 
dem o cratic Sun nis who would like to bury their dead in 
this cem e tery in line with Alevi tra di tions.”83

The pre ced ing dis cus sion helps shed light on how 
burial prac tices can help advance claims for polit i cal 
inclu sion and fos ter con nec tions between the liv ing 
and the dead. By opting to be bur ied in France or Ger
many, minoritized com mu ni ties simul ta neously claim 
their place in the body pol i tic and cre ate a ref er ence 
point for future gen er a tions. The desire to be close to 
one’s kin after death may result in either local burial or 
repatriation, but for those who imag ine their chil dren’s 
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future in France and Germany, fore go ing repatriation 
is simul ta neously an affir ma tion of belong ing. Even in 
sit u a tions where such belong ing may not align with 
the deceased’s lived expe ri ence, Mus lim burial grounds 
anchor the wider com mu nity by vis i bly inscribing its 
pres ence in the phys i cal land scape. The exis tence of 
Islamic gra ves in France and Germany’s multiconfes
sional pub lic cem e ter ies may in the long run help nor
mal ize and nat u ral ize the longterm pres ence of Mus
lims in these countries.

Conclusion: COVID-19 and the Future of Islamic Burial 
in Europe

“There are so many death cases. The sit u a tion is hard. I 
have been an under taker for years, but I have never seen 
so much death. There are so many death cases, hard 
ones; bod ies are lay ing in the morgues for weeks, even 
for months.”84

Addressing the nation on March 16, 2020, French pres
i dent Emmanuel Macron announced the begin ning of 
a total lock down because of the COVID19 pan demic. 
The lock down lasted until May 11, 2020. Like many 
countries around the world, France closed its bor ders 
in an efort to con tain the virus. Germany followed 
suit, impos ing bor der clo sures with France, Austria, 
Denmark, Luxembourg, and Switzerland on March 16. 
International travel came to a stand still as gov ern ments 
every where put into place sweep ing travel restric tions, 
includ ing the ground ing of flights.

These announce ments cre ated some con fu sion 
about the fea si bil ity of crossbor der corpse repatria
tion that was fur ther ampli fied by news out lets, such as 
Arab  News, which reported that Algeria, Morocco, and 
Tunisia would not accept human remains because of the 
pan demic.85 Behind the scenes how ever, things looked 
a lit tle dif er ent. While Morocco had in fact issued a 
mor a to rium on all  crossbor der repatriations, irrespec
tive of the cause of death, other countries were more 
lenient. Tunisia, Algeria, and Turkey con tin ued to allow 
for the post hu mous repatriation of bod ies so long as  
the indi vid ual in ques tion had not died from the coro
navirus.

In a state ment released on March 21, 2020, UKBA 
funeral fund’s pres i dent, Dr. Mustafa Uyanık described 
how his orga ni za tion had adjusted in light of the travel 
restric tions. “When the air ports shut down, we began 
transporting our dead on cargo planes,” he explained, 
not ing that they had partnered with the cargo divi sion 
of Turk ish Airlines to ensure smooth trans fers.86 Under 

this arrange ment, even those who died from COVID19 
could be repa tri ated to Turkey for burial, although fam
ily mem bers were not allowed to accom pany the corpse. 
In his state ment Uyanık made clear that the air lines 
were tak ing the strictest pre cau tions to pre vent the 
spread of dis ease.

The Tunisian state cov ers the repatriation cost of 
its cit i zens. The Tunisian con sul ate in Mar seilles works 
with the Clary Funeral Home (Pompe funèbre Clary), 
which repa tri ates the bod ies of deceased Tunisians to 
Tunisia. Paul, a Tunisianborn under taker and direc tor 
of the Clary Funeral Home notes, “the repatriation of 
dead bod ies to Tunisia has not stopped dur ing the lock
down. It con tin ued as usual from Mar seilles air port.”87 
Mr. Bedra, under taker and direc tor of the AlAmane 
Funeral Home in Mar seilles, told Marsawa in April 2020 
that “the repatriation of dead bod ies from Mar seilles air
port to Algeria has stopped. However, since the begin
ning of the month, the repatriation takes place twice a 
week from Lyon and Paris air ports via cargo flights.”88 
In Novem ber 2020, Mr. Bedra said, “Nowadays, there 
are three cargo flights from Lyon to Algiers and one 
flight to Oran per week. We repa tri ate bod ies with these 
flights. Now we even repa tri ate the bod ies of those who 
died of Covid19. I repa tri ated three of those from Lyon 
this week.”89 Mr. Khous, under taker and direc tor of the 
Solidarité familiale de France Funeral Home, said, “We 
started to repa tri ate the bod ies of those who died of 
Covid19 to Algeria in August 2020. Also, since Octo ber 
2020, we send bod ies to Morocco from Mar seilles air
port. I sent a body to Morocco last week from Mar seilles 
with a pas sen gers’ flight.”90

The coronavirus has had a dis pro por tion ate impact 
on Euro pean Mus lims. A report by the Euro pean Net
work Against Racism explains that Mus lims, espe cially 
women, are “often overexposed to the dis ease (and 
there fore to death) because they are dis pro por tion ately 
represented in essen tial but undervalued work areas, 
includ ing cleaning, care, and secu rity sec tors (with pre
car i ous work ing con di tions).”91 The grow ing num ber 
of Mus lim dead exposed a longstand ing prob lem in 
Europe—the scar city of Islamic burial grounds.

This issue was picked up by sev eral major news 
out lets, includ ing the New York Times, which ran a story 
describ ing it as a “cruel coronavirus short age” faced by 
French Mus lims. 92 The Associated Press reported that 
“according to the President of the French Council for 
Mus lim Religion (CFCM),93 Mohammed Moussaoui, ‘In 
nor mal times, around 80% of the deceased are bur ied in 
their coun try of ori gin.’ And, among the 35,000 French 
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cem e ter ies, only ‘about 600 have ded i cated places to 
Mus lims.’”94 Responding to this issue, ChemsEddine 
Hafiz, rec tor of the Grand Mosque of Paris said that the 
short age of Islamic burial grounds “has been going on 
for years, and we are now pay ing a high price for it. . . .  
The youn ger gen er a tions want to be totally French,” he 
observed, “and clearly will ing ness to be bur ied in France 
is a type of inte gra tion.”95

Hafiz’s state ment raises a very impor tant ques tion. 
Would the estab lish ment of more spaces for Euro pean 
Mus lims to bury their dead change the pat terns that we 
have described above? If burial is a type of inte gra tion 
as both Hafiz and some of our inter loc u tors sug est, 
would the cre a tion of Islamic burial grounds encour
age local burial over repatriation? We agree with Hafiz 
that the short age of reli giously appro pri ate burial sec
tions for Mus lims in munic i pal cem e ter ies is a seri ous 
pub lic pol icy issue with longterm impli ca tions. It was 
some thing discussed at the Ger man Islam Conference 
in 2008, which, while non bind ing, issued a state ment 
that fed eral states and munic i pal author i ties should 
work to reform existing laws to accom mo date Islamic 
burial tra di tions. This would cer tainly be a wel come 
devel op ment, as would the estab lish ment of more 
burial grounds for Mus lims. Yet, as our inter views have 
illus trated, the mere exis tence of Islamic cem e ter ies 
may not be suffi  cient to address the under ly ing issues 
that moti vate indi vid u als to under take post hu mous 
repatriations. So long as French and Ger man Mus lims 
feel excluded from their soci e ties, their corpses will 
con tinue cross ing bor ders.
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direc tor of the Solidarité Familiale de France funeral home in Mar
seilles, pro vided Masarwa with a sim i lar answer as Mrs. Chennouf, 
adding that “the state of Algeria does not have the money to pay for 
the repatriation; the Algerian Consulate in Mar seilles still owes me 
some money from last year. The state mismanaged the issue, I wish 
that the Algerian Ministry of Foreign Afairs had consulted the Alge
rian under tak ers in France on the issue of cov er ing the cost of body 
repatriation.” Interview by Yumna Masarwa, July 7, 2021, Mar seilles. 
Therefore, unlike the burial insur ance pro vided by DITIB (which is 
connected to the Turk ish state), the assur ance décès is a pri vate ini tia
tive that is not orga nized by the Algerian state.

26. Balkan, “Until Death Do Us Depart.”

27. Balkan, “Burial and Belonging.”

28. In French, the term musulman (Mus lim), not islamique (Islamic), is 
used as an adjec tive to the nouns of coun try, cem e tery, and reli gion.

29. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Jan u ary 10, 2019, Mar seilles.

30. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Octo ber 8, 2018, Mar seilles.

31. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Octo ber 1, 2018, Mar seilles.

32. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Decem ber 3, 2018, Mar seilles.

33. Interview by Yumna Masarwa with a sixtyeightyearold man in 
Mar seilles on Decem ber 3, 2018.

34. These rea sons are based on inter views conducted in Mar seilles 
by Yumna Masarwa between August 2018 and Octo ber 2020.

35. Ural, “Genealogy of Mus lims Dying.”

36. Interview by Osman Balkan, June 15, 2013, Berlin.

37. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 4, 2014, Berlin.

38. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 2, 2014, Berlin.

39. Muhammad Amrouche, born in Algeria in 1939, arrived in France 
in 1963. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Sep tem ber 24, 2018, Mar seilles.

40. A seventythreeyearold man who arrived in France on April 18, 
1961. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Jan u ary 17, 2019.

41. Sayad, Sufering of the Immigrant, 89.

42. Lacan quoted in Belsey, “Desire in Theory,” 396.

43. Mme Lariche, born in France in 1957. Interview by Yumna 
Masarwa, Sep tem ber 17, 2018, Mar seilles.

44. Kamel Amer, born in France in 1962. Interview by Yumna 
Masarwa, June 24, 2019, Mar seilles.

45. Aïcha, born in France in 1955. Interview by Yumna Masarwa. Jan
u ary 17, 2019, Mar seilles.

46. There are five school vaca tions in France: two weeks at the end of 
Octo ber (Toussaint), two weeks for Christ mas, two weeks in Feb ru ary, 
two weeks for Eas ter and the sum mer vaca tion for July and August.

47. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Feb ru ary 1, 2019, Mar seilles, with a 
fortynineyearold woman: “Je veux être enterrer en Algérie pour rester 
dans mon pays d’origine et pour que mes enfants puissent venir se recueillir 
sur ma tombe.”

48. Interview by Osman Balkan, August 9, 2014, Berlin.

49. Alevis are the larg est reli gious minor ity in Turkey. They fall under 
the Shi‘a denom i na tion of Islam but fol low a dif er ent inter pre ta tion 
than Shi‘a com mu ni ties in other countries. Their rela tion ship with 
the Sunni major ity in Turkey has his tor i cally been quite con ten tious. 
See Zirh, “Following the Dead beyond the Nation.”

50. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 5, 2014, Berlin.

51. Zirh, “Following the Dead beyond the Nation.”

52. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 2, 2014, Berlin.

53. Zirh, “Following the Dead beyond the Nation,” 1768; Ablon, 
“Samoan Funeral in Urban America”; Dessing, Rituals of Birth; Félix, 
Specters of Belonging.

54. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 3, 2014, Berlin.

55. Interview by Osman Balkan, August 13, 2014, Berlin.

56. Mr. Zeidan, born in Algeria in 1952 and arrived in France in 1957. 
Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Sep tem ber 15, 2020, Mar seilles.

57. Zirh, “Following the Dead beyond the Nation,” 1771.

58. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 2, 2014, Berlin.

59. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 2, 2014, Berlin.

60. Hashmi, “Immigrant Children in Europe,” 163–73.

61. Thank you to Aslı Zengin for this insight.

62. Interview by Osman Balkan, August 15, 2014, Berlin.

63. Interview by Osman Balkan, August 4, 2014, Berlin.

64. Gurbet is a term not eas ily trans lated into English. While not 
quite as strong as “exile,” it refers to a state of dis place ment and is 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/cssaam

e/article-pdf/42/1/221/1544190/221balkan.pdf?guestAccessKey=313758e2-c5f9-469f-8e3f-9e503e5997f0 by guest on 02 July 2022



235Osman Balkan and Yumna Masarwa  •  Transnational Afterlives  •  Death and Afterlives in the Middle East

used col lo qui ally among the Turk ish dias pora to describe a con di
tion of long ing for the home land while liv ing abroad.

65. Interview by Osman Balkan, June 15, 2013, Berlin.

66. Mr. Amroune, born in France in 1961. Interview by Yumna 
Masarwa, Sep tem ber 17, 2018, Mar seilles.

67. A list of cem e ter ies in Marseille is found at the city’s website at 
www  .marseille  .fr  /sites  /default  /files  /contenu  /decouvrir  marseille  /
PDF  /cimetieres  2017  .pdf (accessed Novem ber 19, 2021).

68. See Zwilling, “France,” for fur ther data about Mus lim burial sec
tions in France.

69. See Braig, Linke, and Nowar, “Germany,” for fur ther data about 
Mus lim burial grounds in Germany.

70. The burial plots of fift een years are not avail  able any more at the 
cem e tery of Saint Pierre (Carré Quinzenaires) as they were all  sold 
out by 2018.

71. Masarawa obtained the rates from the office at the cem e tery of 
Saint Pierre.

72. See BestattungInformation  .DE (accessed Jan u ary 21, 2021).

73. Jonker, “Mus lim Burial in the Diaspora,” 31.

74. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Jan u ary 27, 2019.

75. Interviews by Yumna Masarwa, March 9, 2019, and Feb ru ary 18, 
2019, Mar seilles.

76. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 2, 2014, Berlin.

77. Francis, Kellaher, and Neophytu, Secret Cemetery.

78. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Jan u ary 1, 2019, Mar seilles.

79. Ho, Graves of Tarim, 3.

80. Ansari, “Making Mus lim Space in Britain,” 549.

81. Interview by Osman Balkan, July 4, 2014, Berlin.

82. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, May 2, 2019, Mar seilles.

83. Ates, “Dunyada bir ilk.”

84. Interview by Yumna Masarwa, Novem ber 17, 2020, Mar seilles, 
with under taker and corpse washer M. Khous, the direc tor of the 
Solidarité Familiale de France funeral home.

85. Takieddine, “Victims of COVID19.”

86. “Koronadan vefat edelerin.”

87. Interviews by Yumna Masarwa, April 2020, Sep tem ber 7 and 8, 
2020, Mar seilles.

88. Interviews by Yumna Masarwa, April 14, 2020, Mar seilles.

89. Interviews by Yumna Masarwa, Novem ber 6, 2020, Mar seilles.

90. Interviews by Yumna Masarwa, Novem ber 17, 2020, Mar seilles.

91. Euro pean Network Against Racism, “Addressing Islamophobia.”

92. Mehuet, “French Mus lims Face a Cruel Coronavirus Shortage.”

93. CFCM: Conceil français du culte musulman was founded in 2003 
by Nicolas Sarkozy, who was the min is ter of the inte rior at the time. 
It was dissolved by Minister of the Interior Gérald Darmanin in 
December 2021.

94. “Coronavirus: Un manque.” See also Hamza, “En France, les rites.”

95. Mehuet, “French Mus lims Face a Cruel Coronavirus Shortage.”
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