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Abstract

Despite the existing wealth of literature on death studies, research on death rites among Muslim
and Jews is still scarce. The present article is an exploration of literature on death studies that will
help us to elaborate a conceptual frame which may allow the study of death in Jewish and Muslim
communities to be better understood. It examines the uneasy relationship between religion and
death studies by looking in particular at Islam and Judaism and it explores potential lines of
research for further developing the academic field of Jewish and Muslim mortuary practices. It
argues that central to our understanding of religious death cultures is an appreciation of the
nuanced ways in which the universal and local dimensions of world religions like Judaism and
Islam emerge. It presents some examples to illustrate how written and fieldwork sources can be
used in the study of death in Judaism and Islam with the aim of considering the general as it is
illuminated by the particularities of specific case-studies.

Introduction

Death, being the unavoidable matter that it is, has always drawn people’s attention, espe-
cially that of artists, theologians and scholars. For social scientists, death has long been an
object of curiosity and fascination, and it is a topic well established in anthropological lit-
erature. Studies dealing with death have not only examined the diverse practices relating
to the disposal of the dead body, and the mortuary rites associated with them, they have
also explored the meanings attached by different cultures to the processes that constitute
the end of a person’s life and examined how changes in society affect the ways in which
individuals and communities understand and ritualise death. A seminal interest in the
study of death left a valuable theoretical legacy in the works of Durkheim (1966 [1897]),
Evans-Pritchard (1968 [1937]), Hertz (1960), Malinovsky (1954 [1925]), Mauss(1979),
van Gennepp (1960 [1909]) and Radcliffe-Brown (1964 [1912]) among others. They
were the first to conceptualise death beyond its biological dimensions, as a primarily
social event, the impact and significance of which expanded beyond the actual moment
in which a person’s life ceases to be. A number of ethnographies have been inspired by
the early scholars and approached death in this broader sense (e.g. Battaglia 1990; Brandes
2001; Catedra 1992; Conklin 2001; Danforth 1982; Heilman 2001; Klima 2002; Robben
2000; Rosaldo 1980; Scheper-Hughes 1992).

Frequently the underlying rationale that sustains most of the existing literature on the
topic is the acknowledgement of an enduring relationship between the living and the
dead, of the fact that the biologically dead person retains a remarkable social presence in
the community to which they belonged. This complex connection between the dead and
the living is manifested in symbolic ways, in the various cultural contexts analysed, and is
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the reason why scholarship has for so long recognised how closely intertwined death is
with the social identity of the living. Social scientists” interest in mortality does not lie in
death per se but in the implications it has for the social and cultural mechanisms devel-
oped by those still living (e.g. Bauman 1992). The connection between death and social
identity is so intimate that the study of the former is generally carried out with a view to
exploring the latter. In the process of individual identification with the group, religion
plays a significant role; religion, the ‘sacred canopy’ — provider of meanings to structure
reality (Berger 1967) — has a direct eftfect on social identity and makes meaningful the
nature of human interaction. Consequently, one might expect the study of religion to
play a central role in death studies. Yet, aside from theological perspectives that discuss
how religious thought perceives death (e.g. Davies 2008; Lamm 2000; O’Flaherty 1988)
there have been relatively few studies that explore how religions, in their social dimen-
sions, deal with life and death today. The present article is an exploration of literature on
death studies that will help us to elaborate a conceptual frame which may allow the study
of death in Jewish and Muslim communities to be better understood. It examines the
uneasy relationship between religion and death studies by looking in particular at Islam
and Judaism.'

Death Studies and the Monotheistic Faiths

If we take a closer look at the study of mortality within the three monotheistic faiths,
some remarkable differences appear between them. Studies dealing with Christian under-
standings of death are the most abundant. They evince a diversity of approaches which is
difficult to find in studies of practices in Islam and Judaism. Christian studies of mortuary
practices include not only explorations that deal strictly with Christian theological ‘uni-
versals’ (e.g. Davies 2008) but also examinations of particular contexts (e.g. Brandes 2001;
Danforth 1982; Scheper-Hughes 1992). Characteristic of these approaches is the stress
placed on the contextualised nature of religious life, and the identification of the ways in
which people perceive meta-narratives of a theological character in relation to their own
cultural singularities. There have been some attempts to produce contextualised ethno-
graphical literature on death pertaining to Muslims and Jews, but these are relatively few
and are concise studies rather than comprehensive monographs. The most significant
exception 1s Heilman’s (2001) work, an eloquent anthropological personal account of
Jewish rites of death and bereavement in the United States. The study is enriched by his
personal immersion in the ways in which death is experienced and handled by the mem-
bers of a chevra kaddisha, a religious society of devoted men who are in charge of the rit-
ual cleaning and shrouding of the corpse in preparation for burial. The author also travels
to Israel to see how Jewish mortuary practices among the orthodox community in Amer-
ica compare to the same practices in Jerusalem.

Nothing of comparable depth and scholarly insight exists for the study of death in
Islam, an area in which could be found only a number of articles which were generally
more limited in scope. Abu-Lughod’s (1993) exploration of female responses to death
among the Awlad ‘Ali Bedouins of Egypt is a good analysis of the ways in which the
‘great’ and the ‘little’ traditions of Islam are continually juxtaposed in imbuing death with
meanings for the living. She is particularly insightful in discussing the intrinsic difficulty
of studying world religions in their manifold ‘glocal’ dimensions. Earlier authors (e.g.
Redfield 1956) tried to solve the problem by advancing a model which proposed to cate-
gorise religion in terms of its ‘great’ and ‘little’ traditions. According to this approach,
world religions have a twofold component: (a) the ‘great tradition’ which refers to the
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orthodox, textual tradition, the one which travels worldwide, and (b) the ‘little tradition’,
characterised as heterodox, peripheral, eminently local and popular (quoted in Lukens-
Bull (1999, p. 4)). Despite the neatness of this theoretical paradigm, one might argue that
its application to the study of religious life has always proved to be challenging. Thus, the
commonest approaches that have been developed insofar are either theological perspec-
tives concerned with religious ‘universals’ (i.e. meta-narratives) or anthropological studies
dealing merely with the ‘particulars’ of a case-study, with their characteristic ‘thick
descriptions’ of the phenomena analysed. Overall, most attempts have failed to grasp the
holistic dimension, one which considers at the same time the universals and the particu-
lars, the great and the little traditions. Abu-Lughod (1993) explores the interplay between
the two in illuminating ways. But this type of approach is not common. Generally speak-
ing, whereas philosophers, theologians and others have largely been concerned with the
exploration the ‘great traditions’, social scientists have mainly been preoccupied with the
‘little traditions’. As a result, analyses of the interaction between the two are somewhat
scarce. The great/little tradition dichotomy which emerged out of an attempt to study
the social organisation of religion ‘as a whole” with its global and local components inter-
mingling in complex ways, has largely been ignored. Abu-Lughod’s (1993) seems to be a
remarkable exception. Her study brilliantly illustrates how female funeral laments among
the Awlad ‘Ali are informed by ideas peculiar to their particular cultural setting along
with others characteristic of Islamic moralities worldwide. More interestingly, she dis-
cusses how the local and the global appear sometimes to be at odds with one another —
with local practices sometimes constituting transgressions of an Islamic code of conduct.
For example, Abu-Lughod argues that when women in grief tear their clothes and appear
unveiled in front of men in public spaces, they are consciously performing an act of
transgression that symbolises the devastating power and subversive nature of death itself
(1993, pp. 202-3).

Though not abundant, there certainly are other studies of death among Muslim com-
munities. None of them, however, seem to identify the mixed sourcing (i.e. cultural/reli-
gious, global/local and so forth) of the narratives invoked and rituals displayed at the time
of death. For example, the valuable account of the symbolism of life and death in a
Moroccan community by Pandolfo (1997) is extremely detailed yet it lacks any reference
to the global meta-narratives that inform Muslim life everywhere. Her work is nonethe-
less an inspiring and original way of putting together source material of a very varied nat-
ure — speech, poetry, maps, drawings and so on. Other interesting ethnographic accounts
that focus on local meanings and practices can be found in the works of El-Aswad
(1987), Yamani (2004) and Bowen (1984). Similarly, Jewish studies have produced schol-
arly materials on ritual responses to death (e.g. Fishbane 1989; Goldberg 1982; Shay
2004). In the next section, I shall attempt to explore some lines of inquiry which may
prove useful in developing the still-in-its-infancy field of death studies in Muslim and
Jewish societies. Most of what I propose is based on my own experience of conducting
research among Muslim and Jewish communities of diverse cultural backgrounds and
various sectarian affiliations in Britain.

Death Studies and Religion: The Risk of Essentialising

If the study of death is to incorporate both universals and particulars I would argue that
the enterprise of comparison remains central. Between the theologians’ focus on meta-
narratives and the anthropologists’ concern for cultural specificities, there has to be a
methodology that enables death to be studied in its cross-cultural, cross-religious and
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trans-historical forms. Apart from the exceptions we have discussed (e.g. Abu-Lughod
1993; Heilman 2001) scholarly attempts at dealing with global and local forces that do
not take a comparative approach run the risk of essentialising the religious tradition
studied. Cornell’s (2007) serves to illustrate this point. Hers is an exploration of ‘death
in Islam’ that is based on the death of a Muslim in California. She uses this case to
illustrate some of the Islamic beliefs that are common to most if not all Muslim con-
texts (e.g. the need for speedy burial, the stance against autopsies and so forth). How-
ever, some traits, particular those relating to the author’s Moroccan background, are
taken by her to be general characteristics of the Muslim world. For example, she argues
that in ‘the Muslim World’ young women are not supposed to clean and prepare the
body for burial (2007, p. 152). However, other research suggests that in some places
Muslims believe that the washers have to be both the same sex as the deceased and also
members of deceased’s family — so washers may include young females (e.g. Yamani
2004). Cornell’s work, despite presenting valuable insights into how transnationalism
shapes death rituals among some Muslims in California, seems to assume a ‘pristine’
religious conception of ritual which is supposedly recognised by Muslims worldwide,
but which does not in fact exist. I would suggest that by considering contextualised
case studies one often becomes aware of how difficult it is to make generalisations in
the study of death. Furthermore, the study of diaspora communities provides a valuable
opportunity to compare various religious cultures and their diverse understandings of
death and ritual. I would offer for consideration the thought that the global/local dyad
could be more successfully addressed. For example, my own research indicates that
there are some areas of Egypt where there is a widespread belief that decorating graves
with flowers is an ‘un-Islamic’ practice, whereas among some Bangladeshi communities
the relatives of the deceased dedicate a great deal of their time every week to cleaning
the graves and ornamenting them with flowers. Burial sites of the Muslim diaspora,
such as Woodgrange Park cemetery in London,” are good examples of how diverse
approaches to grave decoration symbolise different things for different ethnic groups,
whilst testifying to the fact that what is seen as unlawful by some is widely endorsed
by others. Burial sites of this kind provide inspiring opportunities to explore intra-
religious diversity in relation to death.

Consolidating ‘Religious Communities’

The study of death in Muslim and Jewish communities not only faces the challenge of
dealing with the kaleidoscopic nature of religious identity within the two religions, but
it also poses interesting questions about how religious discourses and practices are legit-
imised. Religious meanings are fluid, often indeterminate, and subject to transforma-
tion. However, most religious devotees would present their core religious beliefs about
a particular matter, for example death, as a unified, consistent and unchanging body of
thought. In most of the accounts they give, their own religions display clear sets of
norms that invariably apply everywhere in a transcultural and ahistorical way. There are
certain exceptions to this, mostly evidenced by members of religious subgroups or
‘sects’, whose religious choices are those of a ‘minority’ and are perceived as such by
themselves as well as by members of the ‘mainstream’ religion. Regardless of whether
they are in fact a numerical minority, it is the notion of ‘schismatism’ which is often
linked to them which influences them to elaborate religious narratives in a rather dif-
ferent way. [lustrative of this would be the liberal Jews and Ismaili Muslims [ came
across during my research into mortuary rites. One interviewee, for example, who
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describes herself as a liberal Jew, elaborates on this sense of ‘outsiderness’ when talking
about mourning: ‘“Whereas in Judaism mourners sit shiva for three days, we [liberal
Jews] just give our condolences one evening.””” Interesting here is the sense of singu-
larity endorsed; although such interviewees still consider themselves to be Jews,
accounts like this seem to imply that in their view they are not part of ‘normative’
religion.

This contrasts with a more common perspective in which people present their own
religiosities as representative of a more general trend, if not ‘the whole’. For example a
young Muslim respondent said: “We Muslims believe that the soul of the deceased comes
to encounter the living when we visit his grave; Islam teaches us to visit people’s graves
in order to be good Muslims.” It cannot be said that respondents like her are unaware of
the diversity within their own religion, yet when I asked whether this belief in the soul
visiting the grave is common to all Muslims, she asserted emphatically: “This is what
Islam tells us and if a Muslim tells you otherwise he does not know enough about his
religion.” The fact that the belief in the soul visiting the grave does not seem to be par-
ticularly widespread among Muslims in Britain is not important here: what is telling is
how mechanisms of identity construction become so apparent in rituals of death. Hence,
we may infer that not acknowledging other religious orientations is to make a point
about normativity, about how things are believed to be and ‘supposed’ to be, rather than
about how they are. That is to say, the idea that there is one ‘adequate’ set of beliefs and
associated death ritual practices indicates a particular view of power relations within reli-
gious communities. Although death rites are certainly not the only arena in which issues
of religious legitimacy may be explored, they are particularly revealing of how the nor-
mative is diversely understood and expressed. At the same time they illustrate how speech
contains subtle verbal strategies that enhance and legitimise notions of religious authority
and what is considered religiously correct.

An especially interesting aspect of studying the death rights of diaspora ‘communities’
is the fact that migrant groups tend to reconfigure kin ties in the host land, creating
‘new’ communities. Life-cycle rituals are often at the centre of how and why these new
communities emerge and death rituals have been shown to be particularly good at
enhancing the sense of belonging to a broader, yet often ‘imagined’, community. The
Jewish and Muslim communities in Britain, I would suggest, are of an ‘imaginary’ nature
because they differ from actual communities in that their constitution does not depend
on members knowing each other or interacting on a daily basis — instead they are based
on the feeling of camaraderie that emerges among people who do not necessarily know
each other.* In the case of Muslims and Jews in Britain, the sense of ‘religious affinity’
(i.e. the assumption that all the members of the community share a set of beliefs) is what
primarily creates the sense of belonging to the group. The shared assumption that all
members of this ‘community’ perform ritual practices associated with death in the same
way is a key building block in the construction and consolidation of religious identity;
furthermore, it strengthens the sense of belonging to a large religious community of indi-
viduals or small groups, who would not necessarily have identified with one another prior
to the experience of migration. Studying the transformations that have taken place in
Muslim and Jewish mortuary practices in Britain over several generations tells us a great
deal about the ways in which feelings of affinity among groups of migrants have been
modified, and how these feelings have given rise to ‘imagined religious communities’.
Most obviously this is attested to by the frequency with which interviewees refer to ‘the
Muslim community’ or ‘the Jewish community’, when presumably such references would
hardly occur in pre-migration settings.
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Between the Prescribed and the Performed

Both Jewish and Muslim ‘communities’ produce a wealth of literature on the topic of
death: some of the works deal with ritual aspects, others present ‘religiously inspired’
ways of coping with absence, whilst yet other groups of texts aim to orient social behav-
iour and help the bereaved to make sense of their loss. In this research I have explored
the literature that Jews and Muslims in Britain read on the topic of death and it is surpris-
ing how similar the texts are. In the case of Islam, most of them are booklets produced
by local mosques or Muslim organisations and they generally address practical issues
related to the funeral. Many people, especially younger ones, download material from the
internet. The most common language is English, whilst quite a few people read items in
Arabic or Urdu. The code of ritual practice outlined in most of these booklets is remark-
ably similar; there seems to be a wide consensus on, for example, what Muslims should
do at a funeral. These booklets reveal the development of the ritual homogenisation dis-
cussed in the previous section, and I would suggest that this may be seen as an attempt to
consolidate religious legitimacy. At the same time it indicates the importance of studying
oral as well as written sources to gather a comprehensive picture of death rites in a given
context. If written sources were to be considered uncritically — without being contrasted
with individual accounts and informal speech — one might easily assume, for example,
that Muslims in Britain wrap the deceased’s body in a white cloth before burying it. In
fact, analyses of case studies reveal, for example, that among some groups with a Syrian
background, bodies are covered in a green cloth. This custom is also preserved by some
groups in the Arabian Peninsula who believe that green is the colour of paradise (Amrou
1985, p. 354). Another case where what is prescribed in writing is at variance with what
actually constitutes ritual practice can be seen in the decoration of graves. Whereas the
vast majority of booklets recommend maintaining graves without decoration (because it is
believed that austerity at the time of death is commanded by the teachings of Islam)
Muslim peoples all around the world have meticulously decorated graves for centuries.
We know, for example, of the graves of religious and political leaders, and we know of
the intricate patterns displayed on the tombs of mullahs and vizirs and Muslims ‘saints’
(awliya@’). But it is not only important people who deserve exquisitely decorated graves;
one need only take a walk in any of the Muslim burial sites that exist in Britain today to
see how communities of various cultural backgrounds (e.g. areas of Turkey and Pakistan)
decorate tombs with plants and flowers because it is believed that this will make the jour-
ney into Barzakh (the place in which the soul of the deceased is believed to stay after the
person’s death and before Judgement Day) more pleasant. Nevertheless, the fact that reli-
gious praxis is not always congruent with the written sources does not mean that the
written sources should not be considered at all. They provide us with valuable informa-
tion about death rites and how these rites manifest particular intra-religious dynamics. An
example of this can be found when we look at issues considered to be sensitive among
British Muslims. For example, whereas there are booklets which explicitly state that
women should stand in the back rows during worship, there are none which say that
women are prohibited from attending funerals. And though the opinion that they
shouldn’t attend them is quite widespread, the fact that this is considered a highly sensi-
tive issue means that such a prohibition would not normally be included in a booklet
published in the United Kingdom today.’ It would be of interest to understand the rea-
son for omissions such as this, and to discover to what extent censoring these voices is a
new reality of the post-9/11 context. This also highlights the contrast between written
materials and fieldwork data, and gives us a more realistic picture of ritual performance.

© 2011 The Author Religion Compass 5/8 (2011): 452-461, 10.1111/1.1749-8171.2011.00293 x
Religion Compass © 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



458 Marta Dominguez Diaz

Between Collective Norms and Individual Choices

The gap which may appear between the prescribed and the performed makes us aware of
the need to address written sources in a critical way, and it also underlines the importance
of fieldwork materials (e.g. informal speeches, semi-structured interviews and so on). The
following example illustrates this. Sources often cite the fact that one of the Jewish (and
Muslim) prescriptions with regard to death is to bury the body. However, some Jews
prefer to be cremated. With regard to this, some interviewees see burying as the rule,
and cremation as uncommon, which results ‘not from tradition but from people’s individ-
ual choice. It is atypical for a religious person to be cremated’. Yet if one looks at trends
of body disposal among Jews in Britain, one becomes aware of the fact that cremation is
not an isolated option, chosen by specific individuals, nor is it even the ‘choice’ only of
Jews who consider themselves to be non-religious. The 2007 report of the Board of
Deputies of British Jews estimates that 11% of the total number of deaths recorded among
British Jews were cremations.® The majority of those who chose to be cremated were
liberal Jews, and a far smaller proportion of them were Reform Jews. However, actual
numbers of cremations are probably much higher than these figures suggest because all
those represented in the survey are linked to a Jewish synagogue through formal Jewish
litecycle rituals, such as circumcision, marriage, burial or cremation. It might well be that
Jews who are not members of a synagogue tend to be less religiously observant — as indi-
cated by the interviewee quote above — or at least to observe in a less ‘traditional’ way
and be more likely to choose the form of disposal more common among gentiles. The
number of Jews who ‘choose’ to be cremated is great enough for us to suggest that it is
connected with broader societal trends, and also with the fact that some assimilationist
tendencies have pervaded Jewish mortuary practices among certain groups. By contrast,
most of the Jewish interviewees who refer to cremation, do so as if it were a choice
made by individuals on the fringes of Judaism. Conducting comparative research opens
up the possibility of identifying common patterns and of attributing some attitudes to
societal tendencies and not to the mere personal choice which the respondents’ accounts
sometimes suggest.

Another area in which fieldwork material needs to be collated and analysed is to do
with the shomer. Jewish tradition prescribes that the body of the deceased should not be
left alone at any time between the moment of death and burial. The shomer (in Hebrew
literally meaning ‘guardian’) is the person entrusted to care for the corpse, who sits near
the deceased and recites psalms to ‘accompany’ the body. Whereas several of the people
interviewed have commented on how the demands of modern life make it more difficult
for a person to have the time to be a shomer, the attitudes displayed on these matters by
various groups of Jews differ. Some of the followers of liberal and Reform Judaism would
have a family member acting as the shomer. Sometimes there seems to be no requirement
that the shomer should be the same sex as the deceased. In other cases, there is no shomer
at all as the practice is considered ‘a reminder from the past with no actual meaning
today’. In some congregations members of the same synagogue take on the duty of being
the shomer, as this is perceived as an act of camaraderie that strengthens intra-communal
ties. Among most orthodox groups, the shomrim are professionals who are paid to accom-
pany the body, and here a strict gender etiquette is followed (shomer and deceased being
of the same sex). The professional shomer does not necessarily know the deceased or the
relatives. Although many interviewees present the act of paying a professional shomer as a
‘choice’, the decision largely depends on how well accepted the practice is among mem-
bers of the synagogue in question. Members of congregations that tend to disapprove of
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the practice will generally not consider it, whereas members of groups in which it is a
fairly normal practice would not consider not having a professional shomer, believing it to
be ‘something every person should have when [he or she] dies’.

Concluding Remarks

The present article has discussed some of the exploratory routes that might be taken in
the study of death among Jewish and Muslim populations. I have suggested that central
to our understanding of religious death cultures is an appreciation of the nuanced ways in
which the universal and local dimensions of world religions like Judaism and Islam
emerge. Much of what I have said can be extrapolated to other world religions, as the
social dimensions of religious life may sometimes manifest in correlative ways all around
the world. It may also be that there are some universal aspects to death practices that arise
from human nature, and which are not necessarily framed by particular cultural or reli-
gious forces. However, much of what I have discussed here points towards the impor-
tance of cultural specificity, even when death is framed with notions which belong to
theological commands that are recognised by members of a given religion in various parts
of the world. Contrary to the widespread assumption in the existing literature of a ‘Jewish
or a Muslim way of death’, I have contended that much of what people do at the time
of death is determined by contextual forces. The article suggests that there is a process of
consolidation of the notion of a ‘religious community’, linked to the diaspora context.
I have presented some examples to illustrate how written and fieldwork sources can be
used in the study of death in Judaism and Islam with the aim of considering the general
as it is illuminated by the particularities of specific case-studies. Events such as death are
often the source of intra-religious competition, and mortuary rites often evidence the val-
ues and the forms of ritual and disposal that will predominate. Ultimately, this article
illustrates the fact that the ways in which people deal with death can tell us a great deal
about the social identity of the living.
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Notes

*  Correspondence address: Marta Dominguez Diaz, Centre for the Study of Muslim-Jewish Relations, The Woolf
Institute, Wesley House, Jesus Lane, Cambridge CB5 8BJ, UK. E-mail: md527@cam.ac.uk

' For an interesting insight into the comparative study of death between Judaism and Islam from a historical
perspective, see Astren (2003).

2 For an inspiring exploration of the ways in which the dead remain part of the lives of the living through
processes of memorialisation see Francis et al. (2005).

3 Shiva, in Hebrew literally meaning seven, is the term used to refer to the period of mourning that the closest rel-
atives (i.e. the deceased’s parents, siblings, spouse and children) are expected to observe. During this time, regular
activity shall be interrupted. The number seven refers to the amount of days that the mourning is expected to last.
The seven day length is nowadays observed mainly by Orthodox Jews, whereas most of the Conservative and
Reformed groups mourn for shorter periods, typically of 3 days.

* This notion of an imagined community was first formulated by Benedict Anderson (1991) with reference to the
creation of national sentiments.

7 Two Muslim interviewees have suggested that it would nowadays be difficult to find a publication advocating for
female prohibition to attend funerals in the UK. It was argued that this is not related to religious but to the political
context, with many Muslims feeling they are being treated with suspicion by the state. The respondents further
suggested that views that can be seen as having a potential to be identified as ‘extremist’ have gradually been self-
censored by Muslim communities all over the country.

° Information available online at: http://www.boardofdeputies.org.uk/file/ CommunityStatistics2007.pdf, accessed
on the 29th November 2010.
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