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Introduction


The Second World War involved significant parts of the Islamic world. Around 150 million Muslims between North Africa and Southeast Asia lived under British and French rule, and more than 20 million were governed by Moscow. At the height of the war, when Japan advanced into Muslim lands in Southeast Asia and German troops entered Muslim territories in the Balkans, North Africa, the Crimea, and the Caucasus and approached the Middle East and Central Asia, all major Axis and Allied powers began to see Islam as politically and strategically important.

It was at this time, in 1941–1942, that Berlin began to promote an alliance with the Muslim world against their alleged common enemies, most notably the British Empire, the Soviet Union, and the Jews. In the Muslim war zones, in North Africa and the Middle East, the Crimea, the Caucasus, and the Balkans, the Germans presented themselves as the friends of Muslims and defenders of their faith. At the same time, they began recruiting tens of thousands of Muslims into the Wehrmacht and the SS. Most of them came from the Soviet Union, though many were also enlisted in the Balkans and, albeit in fewer numbers, from the Middle East. German authorities founded several Muslim institutions, such as the Berlin Islamic Central Institute (Islamisches Zentralinstitut), inaugurated in 1942, and employed numerous religious leaders from across the Muslim world to support their efforts. Among the most prominent were the Lithuanian mufti Jakub Szynkiewicz of Vilnius, who propagated Hitler’s New Order as the foundation of an Islamic consolidation and revival in the Muslim territories of eastern Europe and Central Asia; the Bosnian Islamic dignitary Muhamed Pandža, a leading member of the Sarajevo ‘ulama and ally of the Germans in the Balkans; and the legendary mufti of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husayni, who called on the faithful between Morocco and the Malay peninsula to wage holy war against the Allies. Stretching across three continents, this effort represented a major attempt to politicize Islam and to involve Muslims in the war on the German side.

For Berlin, Muslims became relevant in two contexts, both connected to a general shift in the course of the Second World War that took place in 1941–1942. Geographically, as the European war turned increasingly into a world war, Muslim areas became war zones. In 1942, German soldiers had occupied a vast territory from the Channel Islands in the West to the Caucasus mountains in the East; they stood in Scandinavia and in the Sahara desert. At once, German troops were encountering large Muslim populations in the Caucasus and the Crimea, in the Maghrib and the Balkans. Countless minarets now stood on Hitler’s invaded territories. Germany controlled Muslim metropolises like Tunis, Sarajevo, and Bakchisarai. Almost all of the few non-European territories occupied by the Germans were populated by Muslims, and even within Europe, in the Balkans, Berlin increasingly tightened its hold over Muslim areas. Of perhaps equal importance, the German regime anticipated that many more would come under its control once the Islamic belt between the Asian and European theaters was conquered. The prospect of winning Muslim support in these areas became all the more important as this belt seemed, for a short period, to emerge as the decisive battleground of the war.

Strategically, Germany’s attempts to mobilize Muslims against their enemies were not the result of long-term planning but developed over the course of the war as the tide turned against the Axis. In this respect, these efforts can be seen as part of a general shift toward strategic pragmatism and the logic of total mobilization.1 Late into 1941, officials in Berlin still thought victory was imminent. German policy was directed toward the long-term future, expressed most explicitly in the “General Plan East.” This outlook began to change after the defeat at Moscow and America’s entry into the war in late 1941, when the Germans began to realize that their blitzkrieg strategy had failed and that the war would continue. By the end of the following year, the debacles at Stalingrad and al-‘Alamayn and escalating partisan insurgency across the occupied territories led to a change in German strategy. Berlin’s policy tilted increasingly toward short-term ends and the immediate necessities of the war itself. Various factions in Berlin sought to build bigger war coalitions, displaying a remarkable degree of pragmatism. Ideological barriers became less decisive. Racial guidelines were suddenly relaxed. As war losses mounted and massive shortages in manpower became apparent, both the Wehrmacht and the SS began to recruit volunteers from all parts of the occupied territories. Berlin started to promote a European alliance against Bolshevism.2 Even in countries that had suffered the most, such as Poland or the Soviet Union, German officials tried to win support for the idea of a pan-European struggle against Bolshevism. Another facet of this pragmatic shift was Berlin’s anti-imperial campaign. Nazi Germany sponsored various anticolonial nationalist leaders and groups—among them Indian, Iraqi, and Palestinian—and made attempts to support anti-imperial uprisings around the world.3 All of these developments were dictated by the exigencies of the war rather than by ideological considerations. Berlin’s efforts to rally the Islamic world can be seen as an important facet of this shift toward strategic pragmatism and total mobilization.

Germany’s courtship of Muslims was not only an attempt to control and stabilize Muslim areas behind the front. It was also, and perhaps more importantly, an effort to stir up unrest behind enemy lines, most notably on the unstable Muslim fringes of the Soviet Union, as well as in British (and later Free French) colonial domains in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. Eventually it also aimed to mobilize Muslims into the German armies.

In order to win Muslims over, German authorities made extensive attempts to employ Islam. Religious policies and propaganda were used to enhance social and political control in the occupied territories and war zones, to recruit Muslims into the Wehrmacht and the SS, and to rally the faithful in enemy territories and armies. Germany’s policies involved Islamic institutions and religious authorities. Its propaganda drew on politicized religious imperatives and rhetoric, sacred texts and Islamic iconography to give the involvement of Muslims in the war religious legitimacy. Although these policies, as with so many other German policies during the war, were characterized by improvisation and ad hoc measures, they were overall remarkably coherent.

Berlin’s policies toward Muslims were the expression of a specific set of assumptions, ideas, and conceptions about Islam that informed German officials. They frequently reduced Muslims to their religious affiliation, no matter how pious they were or how different their notion of Islam. Indeed, the terms “Islam” (Islam or Mohammedanertum) and “Muslim” (Muslim, Moslem, Mohammedaner, or Muselmane) became primary bureaucratic categories in official documents. Although German authorities often recognized the diversity and complexity of the Muslim world in principle, in practice they frequently fell back on essentialist ideas about Islam as an entity with distinct characteristics. Most significant were the notion of Islam as a political force and the idea of global Islamic unity: German officials commonly assumed that in the “Muslim world” religion and politics were tightly intertwined. Islam was seen as an inherently political and even militant force. More importantly, Berlin’s efforts were based on the assumption that Islam could be employed and instrumentalized for Germany’s own political and military aims. Islam was perceived to offer a comprehensible and coherent religious code that could be utilized. Islamic imperatives, which Muslims seemed to follow, appeared to provide an ideal ground to legitimize power and authority. The employment of religion in propaganda and policies aimed at Muslims therefore seemed to be an ideal way to both control and mobilize them. Furthermore, officials in Berlin tended to imagine the Muslim world (Muslimische Welt, Moslemische Welt, Mohammedanische Welt, or Weltmuselmanentum) as an undifferentiated territorial and political entity, a conception that directly affected the geographical scope of their policy measures. This became most obvious in the notion of “world Islam” (Weltislam, Weltmuselmanentum, or All-Islam), to which German officials regularly referred. Unsurprisingly these assumptions and conceptions repeatedly clashed with the realities on the ground.4

This book examines the ways in which German authorities—most notably in the Wehrmacht and the SS but also in the Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt), the Propaganda Ministry (Reichsministerium für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda), and the Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories (Reichsministerium für die besetzten Ostgebiete)—engaged with Islam in an attempt to build an alliance with Muslims in Germany’s occupied territories and in the wider world. It asks how Islam was employed in practice in the war zones, as well as in military recruitment and mobilization. Simultaneously, it addresses the underlying political conceptions about Islam that informed decision makers and officers in the German capital and in the field.

Adopting a transregional view, the book looks at the lands of the Muslim belt, stretching from the Sahara desert to the Balkan peninsula to the borderlands of the Soviet Union and beyond. It takes into account the different religious and political conditions in these areas.5 In fact, German officials encountered various forms of Islam, ranging from Sufi movements in the Maghrib to the more orthodox forms of Islam of the urban ‘ulama in the Balkans, to more heterodox strains of Islam in the southern fringes of the Soviet Union. On the ground, Germany’s engagement with Islam could be complex, also involving questions about policies toward Muslim Roma and Jewish converts to Islam. To be sure, this book focuses on German policies and is neither a social history of Muslim life in the war zones of the Second World War nor an account of Muslim responses to Nazi Germany. Yet it looks at Muslims who got directly involved in German policies toward Islam and who usually pursued their own agendas.

A comprehensive study of Germany’s policy toward Islam during the Second World War has not yet been written. Generally, when analyzing Nazi Germany’s relationship with the Muslim world historians have focused on geographical, national, and ethnic rather than religious categories. Numerous studies have addressed German policies in North Africa, the Middle East, the Balkans, the Crimea, and the Caucasus.6 Research on Germany’s policies toward the Middle East, moreover, includes biographical studies of the mufti of Jerusalem.7 Some of these regional and biographical works have alluded to the role of Islam.8 In particular, studies on the Arab world and on al-Husayni have pointed to religious policies and propaganda. This book draws on these regional and biographic studies. Its focus is on the specific role of religion in Berlin’s policies toward the Muslim world. Its geographical scope ranges from North Africa to the Middle East and from the Balkans to the Soviet borderlands. It draws, for the first time, a comprehensive picture of Nazi Germany’s policy toward Islam in its full breadth, a picture that could not be depicted by any regional or national study (for example, of Nazi Germany’s policies in the Middle East, the Soviet Union, or the Balkans) or by any biography (for instance, of the mufti of Jerusalem). The book is an attempt to put Islam on the political and strategic map of the Second World War.

It thereby also contributes to the more general history of Berlin’s religious policies in the Second World War. While many studies have addressed German wartime engagement with Christian groups—Catholics, Protestants, or Eastern Orthodox populations—and countless have examined the murderous policies toward Jews, Muslims, one of the most prevalent religious groups in some of the war zones, have been surprisingly neglected.9

Nazi Germany was not the only power that sought to employ Islam to mobilize support in the Muslim world. In fact, both of its Axis partners, Japan and Italy, made similar efforts, and by the middle of the war they faced competition not only from the British but also from the Americans and Soviets, all promising to defend Islam and to protect the faithful, a phenomenon that may be called the Muslim moment of the war. As early as 1937, Il Duce arranged to be presented with a bejeweled “Sword of Islam” (which had actually been produced in Italy) at a public ceremony in Tripoli, thereby symbolically promoting himself as the patron of the Muslim world.10 Italy, Il Duce declared, would respect the “laws of the Prophet.” “Mussolini is traveling through Africa and thereby is paying homage to Islam. Very clever and cunning. Paris and London are immediately suspicious,” Goebbels commented in his diary.11 Italy’s employment of Islam reached its height during the war, with Italian propagandists throughout the Muslim world glorifying Mussolini as a “protector of Islam.” An even more comprehensive and better organized attempt to instrumentalize Islam was made by Japan, aimed at mobilizing Muslims across Asia against Britain, the Netherlands, China, and the Soviets.12 Although, as in Italy, the origins of this policy could be traced back to the late 1930s—the “Greater Japan Islamic League” (Dai Nippon Kaikyo Kyokai) and the Tokyo Mosque were both founded in 1938—Japan intensified its political and propagandistic engagement with Islam during the invasion of the Dutch Indies in spring 1942. Paid Muslim emissaries organized local Islamic leaders and communities to aid the incursion of Japanese troops. In a drive to give an Islamic character to the occupying regime, military authorities tried to co-opt the local ‘ulama, who had felt suppressed under the Dutch. Japanese officials began thrusting prepared texts on imams to be included in their Friday sermons and encouraged the faithful to say prayers for the emperor and for the success of the war. They also forced numerous groups into a common representative body, the “Council of Indonesian Muslims” (Majlis Sjuro Muslimin Indonesia, or Masjumi). In early April 1943, the ‘ulama and Islamic dignitaries from Sumatra and Malaya were summoned to a conference in Singapore, at which the Japanese announced to the Muslims of Southeast Asia that Tokyo was the true protector of their faith. The ‘ulama departed the meeting, giving formal expression of their satisfaction with Japan’s commitment to protect Islam, and declared Muslim support for the war effort. A second conference of religious leaders was convened in December 1944 in Kuala Kangsar on the Malay peninsula. From the Japanese capital, the Tatar imam Abdurreshid Ibrahim (‘Abd al-Rashid Ibrahim), the “patriarch of the Tokyo Mosque” and “respected patriarch of the Muslim world,” preached a warlike interpretation of jihad. “Japan’s cause in the Greater East Asia War is a sacred one and in its austerity, is comparable to the war carried out against the infidels by the Prophet Muhammad in the past,” he proclaimed in the summer of 1942.13

For the Allies, Islam appeared both as a potential threat and as a powerful instrument of political warfare. Winston Churchill, who had experienced the political significance of Islam first as a young officer during the late nineteenth-century wars at the Northwest Frontier and in the Sudanese Mahdi rebellion, took Islamic anti-imperialism quite seriously.14 In early 1942 he stressed that Britain “must not on any account break with the Moslems,” who represented a strong force in the empire and formed a significant element of Britain’s own military personnel, most notably in the British Indian Army.15 The prime minister’s opinion was widely shared by British officials.16 After the outbreak of the war, London had established an intensive program to strengthen the ties between the empire and the world of Islam. In 1941 British authorities opened the East London Mosque, and the Churchill War Cabinet decided to build the London Central Mosque in Regent’s Park to demonstrate London’s respect for Islam.17 Washington, too, was becoming aware of the significance of Islam. As early as November 1940 a major national daily anxiously raised the question: “Whom will the Muslims support during the European War?”18 Once US troops arrived in Muslim territories, policies and propaganda frequently took Islam into consideration. In 1943, the US military distributed religious pamphlets that called for jihad against Rommel’s troops in North Africa.19 The US War Department trained its soldiers in how to interact correctly with Muslims and prepared manuals designed to instruct them in the basics of Islam. Even the Kremlin, which had ruthlessly suppressed Islam in the interwar years, changed its policy in 1942, establishing four Soviet Muslim councils, or “spiritual directorates.”20 New mosques were built, Muslim congresses were organized, and Moscow started openly supporting Islamic religious practices, permitting even the hajj pilgrimage, which had been banned before the war. Speaking from the “Central Muslim Spiritual Directorate,” headquartered in Ufa, Abdurrahman Rasulaev, Stalin’s “red mufti,” launched a series of propaganda appeals, calling on the Muslims of the Soviet Union to rise up against the Nazi aggressor and to pray for the victory of the Red Army. This was a direct response to Germany’s campaign for Islamic mobilization on the southern fringes of the Soviet Union. Overall, the Allies’ religious policies propaganda not only sought to counterbalance Axis attempts to provoke unrest in their Muslim territories and indeed the wider Islamic world but also aimed at mobilizing their Muslim subjects for the war effort.

This history of the politics of Islam during the Second World War may be seen as part of a much wider story of attempts by non-Muslim powers to instrumentalize the Muslim faith for political and military purposes. In the imperial age, European empires regularly employed religious policies and propaganda to stir up the Muslim subjects of rival colonial powers. During the Crimean War, the British, French, and Ottomans tried to incite the Muslims on the Crimean Peninsula and in the Caucasus.21 One of the most significant attempts to employ Islam in political and military strategy was the Central Powers’ efforts to revolutionize pious Muslims in the First World War.22 In autumn 1914, the German and Ottoman governments commissioned a proclamation of pan-Islamic jihad from the shaykh al-Islam, the highest religious authority of the caliphate in Constantinople. Distributed across the Muslim world in Ottoman Turkish, Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and Tatar, the decree called Muslims to holy war against the Entente powers. Over the course of the war, Berlin and Constantinople made extensive efforts to incite, as Wilhelm II put it, “the whole Mohammedan world to wild revolt” against the British, Russian, and French empires.23 German and Ottoman authorities utilized pan-Islamic slogans and networks in North Africa, the Middle East, Russia, and India. The British, French, and Russians responded with their own religious policies and propaganda.24 Islam was perceived to be a powerful political force that could have an impact on the war. “It would appear, indeed, that Pan-Islamism has always had either behind it or paralleling it the imperialistic policy of some European power whose aims and interests at the moment seemed to coincide with those of Islam or of some Moslem potentate,” wrote the American scholar Dwight E. Lee in 1942.25 The attempts by both Axis and Allies to engage with Islam in the Second World War were finally followed by Western support of Islamic anti-Communist movements in the Cold War—an episode that ended with the backing of the mujahidin in Afghanistan, where Washington distributed not only stinger missiles but also Qur’ans.26

Scholars have expressed some interest in the history of great power engagement with Islam. The by far most comprehensively researched part of the story is the German-Ottoman campaign for Islamic mobilization during the Great War.27 This campaign is not only generally recognized as significant by historians of the First World War.28 It is also considered a crucial event in the modern political history of Islam by scholars of Islamic history.29 The Second World War has, by comparison, received less attention.30 Those historians of modern Islam who have paid attention to it at all have tended to play down or even deny its significance. “In World War II, Islam as such was not involved, though Muslim individuals and groups fought on both sides,” Jacob M. Landau wrote in his influential work on the politics of pan-Islam.31 The following chapters demonstrate that in 1941–1945, Berlin’s engagement with Islam was at least as extensive as in 1914–1918. Indeed, in contrast to the First World War, the Germans from late 1941 onward recruited thousands of Muslims into their ranks. In fact, Muslim mobilization during both world wars forms an essential part of the political history of the Islamic world in the first half of the twentieth century.

On a more general level, this study addresses the relationship between religion and power, specifically, the role of religion as an instrument in world politics and military conflict. It contributes to our understanding of the ways by which governments actively sought to use religion to expand their political influence and to wage wars. Attempts to mobilize religious groups were part of great power politics throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Religious groups—populations defined along religious lines—were regularly considered powerful political forces that could be utilized. Statesmen and officials of major powers frequently presented themselves as protectors of specific religious groups to exert political influence and potentially provoke unrest, division, and insurrection in territories ruled by rival or enemy powers, and also to conquer and pacify occupied territories in military conflicts. Tsarist Russia claimed to be the patron of Orthodox Christendom in Europe and the Middle East, Imperial France claimed to be the protector of Christianity in the Middle East, the Ottomans claimed to be the defender of global Islam, and major European powers routinely insisted that they sought to protect Christian groups, Jewish minorities, and Islamic populations beyond their own territories. In order to win the allegiance of religious groups and rally them to a political cause, various religious policies and propaganda designed to appeal to religious passions were adopted. These policies were based on a series of assumptions: Religion was usually seen as a source of authority that could legitimize involvement in a conflict and even justify violence. Populations were reduced to their religious affiliation. It was assumed that they were pious and driven by religious doctrine. Overall, religious groups were seen as objects that could be geopolitically exploited. In effect, religious policies became policies of international affairs and conflict.

Scholars have generally paid less attention to this phenomenon than one might imagine. As the field of international history has experienced a rising interest in nonstate actors, they have shown more and more interest in population politics in conflict and war, in policies targeted at entire populations.32 Historians have thereby mostly concentrated on the politics of population groups defined by ethnicity or nationality during conflicts and wars.33 They have shown that entire ethnic groups—particularly those, of course, whose loyalties to their rulers seemed unstable—were seen as politically and strategically significant, inquired into the ways great powers tried to exploit them, and examined how these policies created ethnic divisions and frictions. Less studied is the use of religious population groups in great power rivalry and conflict, with the exception of Islamic mobilization during the First World War.34 Our knowledge of the actual employment of religious policies and propaganda is sparse. The history of the Islamic mobilization campaigns during the Second World War, particularly Nazi Germany’s policy toward Islam, is ideal for studying the politics of religion in conflict and war and may contribute to our understanding of religion as an instrument in world politics and military conflict more generally.

The following chapters examine the ways in which German authorities conceptualized and instrumentalized religion for political and strategic ends. The book looks at the employment of religious policies, examining the engagement with religious institutions, religious authorities, and religious customs, as well as at religious propaganda, addressing the use of religious doctrine, rhetoric, and iconography. The question of the role of Islam in German policies and propaganda is discussed in three parts: general strategic and ideological debates that took place in Berlin (Part I); German policies and propaganda in Muslim areas, specifically the Eastern Front, the Balkans, Northern Africa, and the Middle East (Part II); and military mobilization of Muslims from the occupied territories (Part III).

Part I establishes the general framework of Germany’s engagement with Islam during the Second World War. It inquires into continuities between the Third Reich’s engagement with Islam and Imperial Germany’s policy toward Islam in the colonies before 1914 and its campaign for Islamic mobilization during the First World War. It shows how Islam remained on the agenda of German foreign policy experts in the interwar period and how it increasingly became an issue after the outbreak of the war in 1939. The section examines policy papers and memoranda on the strategic role of Islam as well as discussions on Islam within the Foreign Office, the Wehrmacht, the SS, and the East Ministry. Usually these strategic debates were inseparable from ideological discourse about Islam and Nazism carried out by a number of Nazi ideologues and by members of the Nazi elite, including Hitler and Himmler.

Part II examines the role of Islam in German policies toward Muslims in the war zones, both in its occupied areas and behind the front lines, specifically in the Eastern territories, the Balkans, North Africa, and the Middle East. In the war zones, German authorities frequently viewed Islam to be of political importance. German soldiers were instructed to respect religious customs and conventions when dealing with Muslims. On the Eastern Front, army officials even ordered the reestablishment of mosques, madrasas, and pious endowments (waqf) and the reestablishment of religious rituals, holidays, and celebrations, with the intention of undermining Soviet rule. German military authorities also made extensive use of members of the ‘ulama in the Eastern territories, the Balkans, and North Africa. This second part also explores how German officials employed Islam in their propaganda directed toward the Muslim war zones, both in the occupied front areas and, more importantly, behind the front lines.

Part III addresses the role of Islam in German policies toward Muslims in the German army. From 1941 onward, the Wehrmacht and the SS recruited thousands of Muslim soldiers. They were organized in formations such as the Wehrmacht’s Muslim Eastern Legions, the Arab contingent of the Wehrmacht, the Eastern Muslim SS Division, and Islamic SS units in the Balkans. The section examines the role that religion played in the recruitment, spiritual care, and propagandistic indoctrination of these soldiers. It shows that German army officials granted Muslim recruits a wide range of religious concessions, taking into account the religious calendar and religious laws such as ritual slaughter. Both the Wehrmacht and the SS also launched special ideological education programs for Muslim soldiers. Military propaganda was spread in the form of pamphlets, booklets, and, most importantly, journals. A prominent role in the units was played by military imams, who were responsible not only for spiritual care but also for political indoctrination.

The book draws on German, English, French, Bosnian (Serbo-Croatian), Albanian, Arabic, Persian, and Tatar sources from more than thirty different local and national archives in fourteen countries, including collections in Berlin, Freiburg, Koblenz, Frankfurt, Munich, Stuttgart, Cologne, Bonn, Leipzig, Vienna, Washington, London, Paris, Moscow, Warsaw, Prague, Riga, Simferopol, Zagreb, Sarajevo, Tirana, and Tehran. The work of reconstructing the story of Germany’s engagement with Islam was often arduous. This is not only because documents on the subject are scattered throughout different archives and libraries. In the various consulted archival collections, files on “Islam” usually do not exist. Consequently, a substantial amount of time was spent going through countless general files that promised to contain information on Islam. Often hints in individual sources stored in these files seemed to be random and cannot be understood without the knowledge that their content related to a general policy. Step by step, a general image unfolded, showing that Berlin made a substantial and often remarkably coordinated attempt to employ Islam in its war efforts.



 



PART I

FOUNDATIONS




CHAPTER ONE


Origins


On 25 July 1940, just after the fall of France and at the outset of the Battle of Britain, the retired diplomat Max von Oppenheim sent the German Foreign Office a seven-page memorandum on the incitement of rebellion in the enemy’s Islamic territories.1 It was time, he explained, for a comprehensive strategy to mobilize the Islamic world against the British Empire. In cooperation with influential religious figures like the pan-Islamic leader Shakib Arslan and the mufti of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husayni, German officers were to provoke unrest in the entire Muslim corridor from Egypt to India. Aged eighty, Oppenheim knew what he was speaking about. Few had shaped Germany’s policy toward Islam in the late Kaiserreich as much as he had.

Trained as a lawyer and fluent in several Middle Eastern languages, Oppenheim had long traveled through Africa and the Middle East.2 In 1896 he was recruited by the Foreign Office and worked for twelve years in Cairo, where he monitored political developments in the Muslim world. During the Mahdi rebellion in Sudan, he had first encountered Islam as a political force. He had discussed questions of politics and Islam with the young Shakib Arslan and prominent Islamic reformers like Muhammad ‘Abduh. With the Ottoman Sultan Abdülhamid II he had exchanged thoughts about pan-Islamism, which the Sublime Porte propagated to rally support both within and outside of its empire. Wilhelm II personally read Oppenheim’s political reports about the Muslim world.




The Imperial Politics of Islam

German diplomats, politicians, and colonial officials had increasingly engaged with Islam since the late nineteenth century. Imperial Germany ruled over substantial Muslim populations in its colonies—in Togo and, more importantly, Cameroon and German East Africa. In these possessions, German authorities from the outset sought to employ religion as a tool of rule.3 Local Islamic structures were left intact as long as Muslim leaders accepted the colonial presence. Shari‘a courts were recognized, waqf endowments left untouched, madrasas kept open, and religious holidays acknowledged. German officials ruled through Muslim intermediaries and Islamic dignitaries, who, in return, gave the colonial state legitimacy. In the eyes of German colonial officials, often isolated and anxious to secure order and prevent uprisings, this policy of indirect rule proved highly effective. Only after the turn of the century did they occasionally tighten control in the Islamic areas and confront religious leaders unwilling to cooperate. German troops fought Mahdist revolts in northern Cameroon (1907) and were mobilized when the so-called Mecca letters had provoked unrest in Togo (1906) and German East Africa (1908).4 Yet, overall, these frictions did not change German policies, which continued to use Islam to enhance colonial control (Figure 1.1).


[image: image]

1.1  Muslim policemen wearing the fez in the German colony of Cameroon, 1891 (BPK).


With the German involvement in the Muslim world, state officials and experts discussed Islam increasingly as a political category.5 Schemes for a policy toward Islam, or Islampolitik, were widely debated in colonial and government circles. At colonial congresses, Islam and colonial policy toward Muslims were regularly at the top of the agenda. An important part in these debates was played by experts in Islamic studies. Previously preoccupied with research on classical Islam, they now began to engage in research on the contemporary Muslim world and to discuss the practices of imperial policies toward Islam. Scholars like Carl Heinrich Becker, who taught at the newly established Colonial Institute (Deutsches Kolonialinstitut) in Hamburg, and Martin Hartmann and Diedrich Westermann, both of whom taught in Berlin, placed their knowledge in the service of empire. After the turn of the century, the Colonial Office (Reichskolonialamt) supported their investigations of Islam in the colonies. They were to accumulate knowledge on its spread, impact, and potential threat to German rule and on the Muslims’ connections to the wider Islamic world. The three largest surveys were launched by Becker in 1908,6 Hartmann in 1911,7 and Westermann in 1913,8 although only Westermann published his results. An important forum for specialist debates about Islam and colonial policies became the German Society for the Study of Islam (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Islamkunde), with its periodical, Die Welt des Islams (The World of Islam), both established in 1912. Two years earlier, the journal Der Islam (Islam) had been founded at the Colonial Institute in Hamburg, providing another medium for discussions of contemporary Islam and politics.

Most experts supported the employment of religious structures in the colonies. In contrast to indigenous animist religions, regularly dismissed as savage, Islam was seen as a civilized faith governed by a specific set of rules, norms, and dogmas that could be studied and used. The best-known proponent of an active employment of Islam in colonial policies was Becker.9 Islam was not, he claimed, a threat to colonial government but could and should be used to bolster imperial rule and guarantee peace, stability, and order. Becker believed that the “danger of Islam” would fade once the right colonial policy was adopted. Muslim institutions, itinerant preachers, and pilgrims should be kept under strict surveillance, while Islamic law, madrasas, and pious endowments should be formally recognized. Becker was highly influential on policy making in Berlin. His views were supported by other scholars, including Diedrich Westermann.10 Only a small minority of experts, most notably Martin Hartmann, opposed any accommodation of Islam in the colonies.11 Hartmann perceived the Muslim religion as a threat that had to be controlled. Pointing to the alleged militant spirit of Islam, religious fanaticism, Mahdism, and the danger of holy war, he warned colonial officials not to rely on Muslim authorities and institutions. Overall, however, criticism of German colonial policies toward Islam was limited to Christian missionary circles, which saw in Islam a threat to their work and to the colonial state and regularly accused German administrators of enabling the expansion of Islam in the colonies by favoring Muslims.12 In practice, their activism had little effect.

In contrast to their British, French, Dutch, and Russian colleagues, German colonial officers did not see Islamic anti-imperialism and pan-Islamism as a threat.13 In Berlin, Islam was mainly considered an opportunity, not just in the colonies but also in the context of Wilhelm II’s Weltpolitik. This became most obvious during the kaiser’s Middle Eastern tour in the autumn of 1898 and in his spectacular speech, given after visiting the tomb of Saladin in Damascus, in which he declared himself a “friend” of the world’s “300 million Mohammedans.”14 One inspiration behind this effort was, in fact, Oppenheim, who by then had become one of the most tireless promoters of the political potential of pan-Islam. German officials were well aware that the specter of Islamic revolt and pan-Islamic mobilization haunted government corridors in London, Paris, and St. Petersburg.15 Indeed, in many anticolonial struggles in the Muslim world Islam played a major role in legitimizing, unifying, and organizing resistance to imperial intrusion.16 German courtship of Islam finally culminated in Berlin’s efforts to mobilize Muslims during the First World War.





Muslim Mobilization during the First World War

On 11 November 1914, the Ottoman shaykh al-Islam, Ürgüplü Hayri, issued five fatwas (legal opinions) calling on Muslims around the world to wage holy war against the Entente powers and promising them the status of martyr if they fell in battle.17 Three days later, in the name of the sultan-caliph, Mehmed V, the “commander of the faithful” (amir al-mu’minin), the decree was publicly read out to a large crowd outside the great Fatih Mosque in Constantinople. Afterward, in an officially organized rally, masses with flags and banners moved through the streets of the Ottoman capital, cheering for jihad. The texts of the fatwas were composed in the usual fashion, each including a doctrinal and hypothetical question to the shaykh al-Islam and his answer. Addressing not only Ottoman subjects but also Muslims living in the Entente empires, the proclamation was translated into Arabic, Persian, Urdu, and Tatar. In the following months, local ‘ulama, including the powerful Shi‘a mujtahids of Najaf and Karbala, reacted with decrees supporting the call for holy war.18 Across the Ottoman Empire, imams carried the message of jihad to believers in their Friday sermons.

The fatwas of the shaykh al-Islam drew on an unusual concept of “jihad.” Throughout history, the meaning of “jihad” had always been highly fluid, ranging from intellectual reflection to military struggle against infidels.19 A particularly influential interpretation distinguished between “lesser jihad” (al-jihad al-asghar), which is the armed fight against unbelievers, and “greater jihad” (al-jihad al-akbar), which is the personal inner struggle of every individual for moral self-improvement. Interestingly, the fatwas of the shaykh al-Islam did not follow this interpretation, declaring the war against the sultan’s enemies an al-jihad al-akbar. Moreover, compared to earlier proclamations of jihad, the decree was theologically unorthodox (though not unprecedented) as it called for a selective armed jihad directed only against the British, French, Montenegrins, Serbs, and Russians but not against the Ottomans’ Christian allies, Germany and Austria-Hungary. Thus, the war was not a religious war in the classic sense, waged between “believers” and “infidels.” As only Britain, France, Russia, Serbia, and Montenegro had turned hostile to the Islamic caliphate, only they could be considered enemies of Islam. The fatwas pronounced that it was the duty of all Muslims governed by these powers to fight a jihad against their rulers, while proclaiming it a great sin for Muslims to fight the caliphate’s allies.

Although the declaration of holy war can be seen as part of the Ottoman politics of pan-Islamism, pursued by the Porte since the reign of Abdülhamid II to sustain unity within its heterogeneous empire and to win support abroad, German officers and Islam experts were intimately involved in the jihad plan.20 In fact, it was the Germans who had pushed for the proclamation of jihad at the beginning of the war.21 In Berlin, the scheme had been under discussion for quite some time. At the height of the July Crisis, Wilhelm II had already made his famous comment about the inflammation of the Islamic world. Helmuth von Moltke, chief of the general staff, formally confirmed the idea in a memorandum the following month, ordering to “awaken the fanaticism of Islam” in the Muslim populated possessions of Germany’s adversaries (Figure 1.2). In October 1914, before the Ottomans had entered the war, Max von Oppenheim had worked out a 136-page policy paper titled “Memorandum on the Revolutionizing of the Islamic Territories of Our Enemies” (Denkschrift betreffend die Revolutionierung der islamischen Gebiete unserer Feinde). After a German-Ottoman military alliance had been secured, religious violence was to be incited in the Muslim areas in the enemies’ colonies and imperial peripheries.22 The Islamic hinterland of the rival empires was to be destabilized to keep troops away from the fronts of Europe. A “call for holy war” was to be proclaimed “as soon as Turkey attacks,” he urged, describing “Islam” as “one of our most important weapons,” one that could be “decisive for the success of the war.” Oppenheim made a number of concrete suggestions. Religious revolt had to be provoked in India, supported by smuggled German weapons; the Caucasus was to become a hotbed of Islamic upheaval; Egypt was to be conquered; Muslim prisoners of war from the colonial troops of the Entente had to be courted and mobilized against their former imperial masters. The time for a “revolt of Islam” was ripe, he asserted.
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1.2  Wilhelm II meets the shaykh al-Islam in Constantinople, 1917 (Ullstein).


Just as they had before the war, German scholars and experts played a significant role in promoting the instrumentalization of Islam. Ernst Jäckh, a young German political scientist with an interest in Islam who in 1948 would become one of the founders of the Middle East Institute of Columbia University, had as early as August 1914 outlined a scenario in which an Ottoman declaration of jihad would mobilize the forces of “pan-Islam” with “destructive hatred” against British and French rule “from India to Morocco.”23 Hartmann wrote comparable texts during the war, now advocating the exploitation of Islam for strategic ends.24 In autumn 1914, after the outbreak of the conflict but before the Ottoman Empire had entered the war, Carl Heinrich Becker, then a professor in Bonn, published a brochure titled Deutschland und der Islam (Germany and Islam).25 Islam was the Achilles’ heel of Russia, Britain, and France, he explained. Berlin had for decades seen “Islam as an international factor.”26 Due to its prewar efforts, Imperial Germany was known to be the friend of Islam, a status Berlin must now exploit. An alliance with Constantinople would involve Islam, which could become “a factor of the utmost significance” in the war.27 Although the political employment of religious sentiment would not decide the outcome of the war, it would contribute significantly to the war effort. Furious, the Dutch Islam expert Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, one of the world’s leading authorities on contemporary Islam, accused his German colleagues, most notably Becker and Hartmann, of spreading religious hatred.28 In an article published in early 1915 he argued that it was the Germans who had pushed forward the idea of religiously charging the war. Hurgronje referred to countless statements made by German scholars about the political significance of Islam, criticizing them for dishonoring their profession. Becker was not impressed. Religion was a legitimate instrument in world politics, he responded in an article.29 In the first years of the war, a full-blown Islam mania spread across the Reich. The German press was bursting with articles on the holy war; Islam experts gave public lectures on the alliance with the Muslim world; numerous booklets and brochures on the jihad appeared.30

The center of Germany’s Islam campaign was the Intelligence Office for the Orient (Nachrichtenstelle für den Orient) of the Foreign Office and High Command, led by Max von Oppenheim (and later, when Oppenheim went to work from Constantinople, by Consul Karl Schabinger von Schowingen and after him by the scholar Eugen Mittwoch).31 It employed a vast staff of academic experts, diplomats, military officials, and Muslim collaborators, among them the famous Tunisian cleric Salih al-Sharif al-Tunisi, the Egyptian preacher ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Shawish, and the prominent Tatar pan-Islamist Abdurreshid Ibrahim. They organized and coordinated propaganda for Muslim lands, stretching from North Africa to British India. Drawing on the language of holy war and martyrdom, the core element of this propaganda was religion. Some of the texts were also translated into German, most notably al-Tunisi’s Haqiqat al-Jihad (The Truth about the Jihad), a tract that was published in German translation by the German Society for the Study of Islam, with Martin Hartmann contributing a foreword and Karl Schabinger von Schowingen the afterword.32 The Intelligence Office for the Orient was also responsible for Muslim prisoners of war who were to be recruited to fight on the side of the Central Powers.

In the winter of 1914–1915, the German military founded special camps in Wünsdorf and Zossen, south of Berlin, for Muslim prisoners of war.33 They held several thousand soldiers from Africa, India, and the tsarist empire who had fought in the British, French, and Russian armies. From the outset, the Germans were at pains to win the prisoners over. To demonstrate their respect for Islam, they granted the Muslims various concessions and special religious rights (Figures 1.3 and 1.4). Muslims were allowed to perform their daily prayers, celebrate religious holidays, carry out ritual slaughter, and bury their dead according to Islamic rites. In the Wünsdorf camp the Germans even constructed a mosque, designed after the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem—it was the first functional Islamic house of worship ever built in Germany. Much attention was paid to propaganda and political indoctrination. The Nachrichtenstelle für den Orient distributed several propaganda papers among the prisoners, most importantly al-Jihad, which was published in Arabic, Russian, and Tatar and was to be read out by the literate to their comrades.34 Also imams were employed in the camps to provide religious care and to spread political propaganda. The most notable of them was the Volga Tatar Alimjan Idris (also Idrisi).35 In his late twenties, Idris had studied theology and philosophy in Bukhara, Istanbul, Lausanne, and Liège and had been employed by the Ottoman War Ministry before entering the service of the Germans in early 1916. In Wünsdorf and Zossen he soon became famous for his impassioned speeches and sermons. As late as autumn 1918, on the occasion of the highest Islamic holiday, the feast of sacrifice (‘Id al-Adha or Qurban Bairam), which is celebrated at the end of the hajj, he addressed the prisoners, decrying that the “holiest” parts of the Islamic world suffered “under the yoke of the English and French” and calling the war a “loud signal for the awakening” of the faithful.36 Several hundred Muslims were recruited in Wünsdorf and Zossen and sent to Constantinople to join the Ottoman army during the war, though, overall, far fewer volunteered than German authorities had hoped.
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1.3  Mosque of the Muslim prisoner of war camp in Wünsdorf, near Berlin, 1916 (Ullstein).
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1.4  Prisoners of war, praying in the Muslim camp in Wünsdorf, near Berlin, n.d. (1914–1918) (Ullstein).


Across the world, German embassies and consulates circulated pan-Islamic propaganda. Paid propagandists spread the message of holy war in mosques and market squares. Berlin also organized various missions to incite rebellions in the Muslim hinterlands of the Entente empires.37 In the first months of the war, a number of German expeditions were sent to the Arabian peninsula to win the support of the Bedouins and to conduct propaganda among pilgrims. There were also attempts to spread propaganda against Anglo-Egyptian rule in Sudan.38 In the Levant, the diplomat Curt Prüfer, who, before the war, had served at the German consulate in Cairo, where he had become Oppenheim’s protégé, was to organize propaganda and insurrection in British Egypt.39 In Cyrenaica, German emissaries tried to convince the warriors of the Islamic Sanusi order to attack Egypt.40 The Sanusi had organized powerful resistance against imperial intrusion in the previous decade, calling for jihad against French troops in the southern Sahara and fighting the Italians following the invasion of Tripolitania in 1911. After lengthy negotiations with Shaykh Ahmad al-Sharif al-Sanusi and considerable payments, the Sanusi finally took arms, attacking the western frontier of Egypt, but were after some initial victories stopped by the British army. Attempts to arm and incite Muslim resistance movements in French North Africa and British and French West Africa had some success but overall posed no serious threat.41 In early 1915, a mission under Major Friedrich Klein set out for southern Iraq to meet the Shi‘a mujthahids of the holy cities of Karbala and Najaf.42 Although the leading Shi‘a scholars had already issued decrees in support of the Ottoman fatwas in late 1914, the Germans convinced five ‘ulama, after extensive talks and significant bribes, to write up another proclamation of holy war. Some Shi‘a dignitaries in Iran followed.43 Groups of German agents were also operating in Iran, the most famous led by consul Wilhelm Wassmuss, to orchestrate local insurrection against the Russian and British military presence.44 The most important German missions in the Islamic world, however, were aimed at spreading revolt from Afghanistan into the Muslim border region of British India—the notorious Northwest Frontier—led by Oskar Ritter von Niedermayer, a Bavarian artillery officer who had studied geography and Oriental studies and had traveled in Iran and India before the war, and Werner Otto von Hentig, a diplomat who had previously served in Beijing, Constantinople, and Tehran.45 Although Niedermayer and Hentig headed rival expeditions, they united in Tehran, moving on to Afghanistan to incite Afghans and Indians against the Raj. Toward the end of the war, when the Reichswehr moved into the southern fringes of the shattered tsarist empire, German officials and propagandists also engaged with Muslims in the Caucasus and the Crimea.46 It was the endpoint of a costly campaign to promote Imperial Germany as the patron of Islam.47

Overall, German-Ottoman attempts to employ Islam for the war effort failed. Nevertheless, in London, Paris, and St. Petersburg, officials were alarmed, maintaining military reserves in their Muslim colonies, troops that could have otherwise fought in the trenches of Europe. The efforts to incite Muslims throughout the colonial world “caused no end of trouble to the Entente Powers,” as a French army report stated in 1916.48 And yet Berlin and Constantinople did not ultimately succeed in inciting larger uprisings. The idea that “Islam” could be used to provoke an organized revolt was a misconception. The influence of pan-Islam was overestimated. The Muslim world was far too heterogeneous. More importantly, the campaign lacked credibility. It was all too clear that Muslims were being employed for the strategic purposes of the Central Powers, not for a truly religious cause. The Young Turks had no religious credentials. The power of the caliphate was limited. The sultan lacked religious legitimacy and was less universally accepted as caliph than officials in Berlin had hoped.

Finally, the Entente powers organized an efficient religious countercampaign. The French circulated decrees of loyal ‘ulama denying the authority of the Ottoman sultan to issue a call for jihad and declaring support of the Triple Alliance a divine duty.49 At the same time, Paris produced various Islamic pamphlets, tracts, and journals promoting France as a puissance musulmane, or “Muslim power.” Religious leaders were actively involved in mobilizing Muslims to fight on the battlefields of Europe. The British responded to Constantinople’s call for jihad with their own religious propaganda.50 Islamic dignitaries across the British Empire exhorted Muslims to support the Entente. Influential pan-Islamist figures like Rashid Rida condemned the jihad as an unscrupulous and self-seeking venture, accusing the Young Turks of apostasy. Encouraged by the colonial government, some ‘ulama in British India even issued fatwas against the sultan’s proclamation of holy war.51 Even the Mahdist leader ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Mahdi of Sudan, son of the legendary messianic rebel of the 1880s, worked with the British and called for war against Constantinople.52 Tsarist authorities, too, employed religious dignitaries to denounce the German-Ottoman jihad campaign.53 Shortly after the proclamation of the Ottoman fatwas, one of the highest Islamic authorities of the Romanov Empire, the mufti of Orenburg, called the faithful to arms against their empire’s enemies. And when touring his imperial realm after the outbreak of war in 1914, the tsar made sure to visit a number of mosques, promoting himself as the true protector of Islam. In the end, many Muslims proved loyal to the Entente governments. Hundreds of thousands fought in their colonial armies. With the Arab Revolt, Britain, in contrast to the Central Powers, even succeeded in spreading rebellion in the volatile imperial hinterlands of its adversaries, not only using propaganda but also making concrete promises of independence.54 When the sharif of Mecca, Husayn Ibn Ali, and his sons Faisal and Abdallah switched sides in mid-1916, overrunning garrisons and port cities, it became clear that German-Ottoman propaganda had failed. In fact, the defection of the custodians of the Ka‘ba damaged the legitimacy of the Ottoman caliphate considerably. The Arab Revolt had, especially at the beginning, a strong religious character. Sharifian propaganda, as famously reflected in the pages of Husayn’s British-sponsored newspaper, al-Qibla, justified the revolt against Constantinople in religious terms, accusing the Ottomans of corrupting the purity of Islam and betraying the community of believers. The Young Turks were perceived by the rebels as “godless transgressors of their creed and their human duty” and “traitors to the spirit of the time, and to the highest interests of Islam,” as T. E. Lawrence later put it.55 The British even promoted the idea of a Mecca-based Arab caliphate—in contrast to the Ottoman caliph, Sharif Husayn could claim direct descent from the Prophet’s tribe, the Quraysh. Islamic propaganda, it became clear, could also be used against the Central Powers.

After the war, some observers believed Islam to be politically insignificant. Pan-Islamic mobilization had failed. In 1924 the caliphate was abolished. In some countries, most notably Kemalist Turkey, Pahlavi Iran, and Zogist Albania, new political elites tried to enforce secular visions of modernity. Yet, these developments must not be overestimated. In fact, the interwar years may very well be seen as a period of global Islamic resurgence. The end of the caliphate was followed by political unrest across the globe. The Khilafat movement shook British India.56 In the Arabian peninsula, the London-backed Husayn of Mecca was overrun by Ibn Saud’s Wahhabis when proclaiming himself caliph in 1924.57 Secular rulers, be they in Ankara, Tehran, or Tirana, faced fierce resistance from the pious parts of their populations.58 In Afghanistan, King Amanullah’s modernizing government was embroiled in a continuous struggle with Islamic opposition in the 1920s that eventually cost him the throne.59 In many parts of the Muslim world, Islam stood at the center of emerging political mass organizations. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood (Ikhwan al-Muslimin), founded by the schoolteacher Hasan al-Banna in 1928, within a few years became a mass movement, inspiring political groups from West Africa to Southeast Asia.60 Pan-Islamic congresses were organized in Mecca and Cairo (both in 1926), Jerusalem (1931), and Geneva (1935), forming an Islamic international of scholars, intellectuals, and political leaders.61 As it became clear that the great powers were not willing to grant Muslims in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia the right of self-determination, Islamic anti-imperialism revived, alongside secular anticolonial movements.62 Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, British, French, Dutch, Italian, and Soviet authorities were confronted by local resistance groups in their Muslim possessions, calling for jihad against foreign intrusion.63 The specter of Islamic insurgency on India’s notorious Northwest Frontier was even reflected in a number of famous Hollywood movies, such as the Lives of a Bengal Lancer (1937), with its impressive scenes of praying and fighting Muslim masses; it was apparently Hitler’s favorite film, which he and his entourage watched repeatedly in his private cinema at the Berghof.64





Interwar Debates and the Geopolitics of Islam

Throughout the interwar period, Islam continued to be on the agenda of German government officials.65 At the same time, German policy experts published a wide range of articles and books on the role of Islam in world affairs, particularly during the 1930s, creating a discourse that would run into the war years of 1939–1945. Perhaps the most important center of these debates became Karl Ernst Haushofer’s Institut für Geopolitik in Munich, where scholars debated the future role of Islam in world politics.66 Its publication, the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik, frequently printed articles on the caliphate question, European imperial policies toward Islam, and the revival of pan-Islamism. Indeed, the experts at the institute took religion as a power in world affairs quite seriously, speaking about the “geopolitics of religion” (Religions-Geopolitik).67 Haushofer himself had a keen interest in the Muslim world and a general weakness for “pan” ideas, be they pan-Asia, pan-Europe—or pan-Islam.68

A recurring subject in these debates about Islam was the lack of a political and religious center after the abolition of the caliphate. In November 1938 a writer in the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik, Hans Rabl, discussed the institution of the caliphate in geopolitical terms.69 As the First World War had proven that the power of the caliphate had been overestimated, its abolition would have little impact on the political significance of Islam.70 Even without a center, though, the “vigors of Islam,” as the author put it, would remain a strong political force. The Qur’an and the shari‘a represented absolute institutions, and imams and ‘ulama would continue to exercise their influence across the world.71 Discussing the consequences this had for the European powers, Rabl assured his readers of a political antagonism between Islam and the French and British empires, while praising Mussolini’s “extraordinarily intelligent and sympathetic attitude” toward the Muslim faith and explaining that Il Duce was “in wide Islamic circles” viewed as the “patron of Islam.”72

Two months after the outbreak of the Second World War, the political scientist Hans Lindemann gave a comprehensive overview of the geopolitics of Islam.73 In his article “Islam in Rising and Attack,” he argued that Islam formed a strong bond across continents and had to be considered an eminent political power in world affairs.74 Images of Islam as politically passive, lethargic, and dependent were incorrect and mostly propagated by Christian missionaries. Lindemann examined Islamic movements around the world and their implications for the European powers.75 He too referred to Japan’s and Italy’s policies of friendship with Islam, which he interpreted as efficient instruments for undermining the French and British empires.76 Two years later, in 1941, Lindemann elaborated on these ideas in his book Der Islam im Aufbruch, in Abwehr und Angriff (Islam in Rising, Defense and Attack).77 Islam, he affirmed, was the Achilles’ heel of the Allied powers. Germany and Italy, in contrast, had nothing to fear from Islam. Yet, even for them it was of “great importance” to adopt the right policies toward Muslims and “not to offend their religious sentiment.”78 Such arguments were widely accepted among his colleagues.

In March and April 1942, when German tanks rolled toward Cairo and approached the southern fringes of the Soviet Union, the journal published an article in two parts, titled “The British Policy towards Islam,” which discussed British policies toward Muslims in India, the Middle East, and, though only marginally, Africa.79 The author drew on the notion of pan-Islamic solidarity and presented Islam as a political power.80 “Literature and newspapers brought the Indian Mohammedans in close and constant touch with the Muslim World [Weltislam],” he explained, which, he stressed, had last been demonstrated by the Indian Khilafat movement.81 Muslim mobilization during the First World War had failed only because the Ottoman leadership had long renounced Islam.82 The Muslim world, he insisted, was opposed to the British Empire as London’s policy toward Muslims, particularly in Palestine, had strengthened “anti-English sentiment in Islam.”83 The involvement of the British Empire with Islam in different regions of the world was discussed in a number of wartime articles. Some contributions addressed British divide-and-rule policies toward Hindus and Muslims in India.84 Others inquired into anti-British Islamic insurgency on the Northwest Frontier.85 In 1940 the geopolitical expert Walter Leifer examined British involvement in the Arab world, identifying Islam as a strong political force.86 The Ottoman religious mobilization of Muslims during the First World War had failed only because of the historical political rivalry between Turks and Arabs about the “leadership of Islam.”87 In the following issue of the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik, a special on “Rupture Lines of the Empire,” an article about Egypt claimed that the British Empire was not only fighting its “traditional fight against Arabism” but also “against Islamic nationalism and the religion of Islam.”88 London’s policies were both an “assault on an Arabic country” and an “assault on Islam!”89

Before the war, articles in the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik concerned with the involvement of the great powers in different parts of the Muslim world had already emphasized the political significance of Islam, pan-Islamic movements, and an alleged antagonism between Islam and the European empires. A piece on French engagement with Islam concluded: “One of the most important problems, if not the most important problem, of French colonial policy is the relationship between France and Islam.”90 Similarly, in the following year, an analysis of imperialism in the Dutch East Indies claimed that the “relationship between Holland and Islam” was “among the most important problems of Dutch colonial policy.”91 Also Britain’s alleged policies to archive a “division between Hindus and Mohammedans” in India were discussed.92 In 1936 Heinrich Eck, an expert in eastern European studies, described in an article on Soviet Central Asia the “religious problem” as the “key to understanding” the relationship between the Central Asian peoples and the Kremlin.93 “With the awareness that an open fight with Islam would bring about heavy resistance in the Asiatic man, the Soviet government uses discreet means,” he claimed, though making clear that Moscow’s attempts to control Islam had failed: “Nonetheless, the Movement of the Godless has bred an intense bitterness among the Central Asian peoples, among whom religious fanaticism and the millennia [sic] old traditions are firmly anchored in their nature.”94 Identifying pan-Islamism as the strongest force of resistance, he finally connected Central Asia to the wider Muslim world: “A decisive factor, which will determine fates not only in Central Asia but also in the entire Orient, is pan-Islamism.”95

The articles published in Geopolitik were part of a wider debate on Islam and world politics. Among the two most remarkable books in this respect, which Hans Lindemann particularly recommended in Der Islam im Aufbruch, in Abwehr und Angriff, were Paul Schmitz’s All-Islam! Weltmacht von morgen? (All-Islam! World Power of Tomorrow?) of 1937 and Thomas Reichardt’s Der Islam vor den Toren (Islam at the Gates) of 1939.96 Published just a few months before the beginning of the Second World War, Reichardt’s book argued that Islam had become again a strong political force, one with a global reach.97 “Differences in Islam exist, but they are not substantial,” he explained.98 If not a “world power,” Islam was at least “a world factor of the first rate.”99 Rejecting the popular belief that nationalism would eventually replace religion, he wrote: “Religion as a private affair—this is a decadent idea of the West, which the East will never comprehend and even less accede to!”100 The call for holy war during the First World War had failed only because it was launched by the Young Turks, whose atheist views were well known.101 Reichardt examined the political approaches of the great powers toward Islam and Islamic anti-imperialism in depth.102 He discussed Dutch policies in Indonesia, US policies in the Philippines, and French policies in Africa. Britain, he asserted, had launched a policy of suppression of the Muslim faith.103 “In this way, English attitudes towards Islam in the end add up to the same as the French attitude: to hatred, strife and revolt.”104 The religious policies of the liberal empires had antagonized Muslims: “When Islam looks at the West, it sees in democracy, in parliamentarianism, capitalism, individualism, in unrestrained mechanization and in the blind belief in progress all things which it opposes.”105 Reichardt also examined Soviet suppression of religious institutions, the destruction of mosques, and the persecution of religious figures, concluding that “Islam sees Bolshevism as its main enemy.”106 In contrast, Japan and Italy had wisely included Islam in their policies.107 Like all “authoritarian and total states,” Germany, too, had “nothing to fear from the rise of Islam.”108 The relationship between Germany and Islam was elaborated upon in detail in a final chapter, contributed by the Egyptian physician and pan-Islamic activist Zaki Ali.109 Ali referred to Imperial Germany’s policies toward Islam, Wilhelm II’s Damascus speech, and Germany’s attitude toward Islam in its colonies.110 “Respect for Islam, its religious culture, institutions and religious buildings was the guideline,” he claimed before discussing alleged ideological affinities between Nazism and Islam.111

Like Reichardt, Schmitz underlined the worldwide political significance of Islam in his book All-Islam.112 Using the language of Geopolitik, Schmitz described his vision of a bloc of Muslim nations rather than a pan-Islamic state.113 Connected by religion, this coalition would become the “world power of tomorrow.”114 Islamic solidarity was strengthened through a transnational Islamic public and the pilgrimage to Mecca, which, in Schmitz’s eyes, generated a “politically highly significant consciousness that something such as an Islamic community exists.”115 Unsurprisingly, Schmitz also examined the policies of the great powers toward Islam, describing Italy’s and Japan’s courtship of the Muslim faith and Muslim resistance to the French, British, and Soviets. He left no doubt about the religious nature of this resistance and the usage of the Qur’an by anti-imperial leaders for the “religious fanatization of the masses.”116 Although Schmitz was not an academic expert but a reporter who had lived in various Muslim countries and was now working as the official correspondent of the NSDAP party organ, Völkischer Beobachter, in Egypt, All-Islam was well received in academic circles. It was not only geopolitical experts who referred to him but also scholars in Islamic studies. In 1942, as Germany had begun to engage with Islam in the war zones, Der Islam published a positive review of the book.117 Given the “undeniable significance” of Islamic countries and the “unmistakably increasing interest” in Islam shown by “further circles in Germany,” the book was highly relevant, the reviewer, Richard Hartmann, wrote.118 In fact, Hartmann, a professor of Islamic studies in Berlin who toward the end of the war acted as a consultant to the SS, himself also contributed to the debate about the politics of Islam during the war and supported Schmitz’s idea of the coexistence of Islam and nationalism, particularly in his 1944 monograph Die Religion des Islam (The Religion of Islam).119

Throughout the 1930s and early 1940s, German policy experts well beyond the circles of the Institut für Geopolitik showed a good deal of interest in Islam. The renowned Zeitschrift für Politik, edited by the Deutsche Hochschule für Politik in Berlin, too, provided an important forum for debates on the issue.120 Although some of its contributors, among them war veteran Curt Prüfer, were skeptical about the political significance of religion in the Muslim world, many still considered Islam a major geopolitical force.121 In early 1938, six months before the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik explored the issue, the Zeitschrift für Politik had broached the question of a political center in Islam, detecting the new “pole of Islam” in Mecca under Ibn Saud.122 After the First World War, Islam had grown into a “remarkable political and religious power,” it was asserted.123 Throughout the interwar period the Zeitschrift für Politik also dealt with the problem of Islamic anticolonialism in the European empires, publishing contributions ranging from Muslim resistance in the French Empire to pan-Islamism in the Dutch East Indies to Islamic insurgency on the Northwest Frontier.124 Moreover, some articles examined the jihad of the First World War, reassessing not only German attempts to stir up Islamic revolt but also the countermeasures adopted by the Triple Entente.125 In 1941, after the German involvement in the Maghrib, the Zeitschrift für Politik provided a detailed discussion of the 1914 jihad, going so far as to argue that it had not been a complete failure and may very well have succeeded.126 During the war years the journal also published a number of pieces that dealt with Germany’s Muslim collaborators, most importantly the mufti of Jerusalem, in connection with more general questions about the geopolitics of Islam.127 Overall there was a considerable overlap in the debates about Islam in the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik and the Zeitschrift für Politik in the 1930s and 1940s. And finally, after the beginning of the war, military journals, too, showed interest in Islamic issues. In 1942, for instance, the Militärwissenschaftliche Rundschau assured its readers that Islam was “extraordinarily vital” and “in the ascendancy” rather than “ossified or even close to decay” and formed, through a “sentiment of solidarity,” a strong, global, political bond.128

An important facet of the debate was the role of Islam in the Muslim parts of the Soviet Union. The major advocate of the idea that Islam was the strongest bulwark against the Soviet regime was the young Turkologist and Islam expert Johannes Benzing, who would become one of the most important Orientalists in postwar Germany. He made this claim first in 1937 in an article published in the journal Osteuropa.129 Benzing gave a detailed account of the Kremlin’s suppression of religious structures in its Muslim regions and its attacks on the ‘ulama, mosques, customs, and rituals.130 He claimed that the Soviets’ fight against Islam was fiercer than its suppression of Orthodox Christianity, as Islam was “far more dangerous” for them.131 Muslim defiance of Moscow was religiously charged, and the “main carrier of this resistance” was the “clergy (mullahs).”132 Benzing promoted his thesis well into the war and would eventually advise the SS on Islam in the Soviet Union.133 His views were widely shared by his prominent senior colleague and rival, Gerhard von Mende, a Riga-born Turkologist who taught in Berlin and later joined the East Ministry during the war. In his book Der nationale Kampf der Russlandtürken (The National Struggle of the Turkic Peoples of Russia), published in 1936, Mende discussed the rise of nationalism among Russia’s Turkic population, referred to as Eastern Turks (Osttürken), since the late nineteenth century, considering in depth the role of Islam in their resistance to the central state.134 Although he believed that Islam had been weakened politically after the turn of the century, he argued that religion was an integral part of the emerging national consciousness of the Eastern Turks and had recently proven to be a strong force against the Soviet regime. The eminent Islam expert Gotthardt Jäschke, who reviewed Mende’s book in Die Welt des Islams, was thrilled, emphasizing “the great significance of Islam in the fight for völkisch survival.”135 Islam, he summarized, offered the Turkic peoples a strong bulwark against the “Bolshevist policy of disintegration.”136 It would be “interesting,” he wrote, to determine “how many mosques have been closed so far.”137 Two years later, Jäschke, a professor at Berlin who had briefly worked for the Nachrichtenstelle für den Orient during the First World War and later as a German diplomat in Turkey and the Caucasus, published his own thoughts about Communism and Islam in Die Welt des Islams.138 “Anyone who is familiar, even if only superficially, with the religion of the Prophet Muhammad and the teachings of the Jew Karl Marx and its ghastly expression by Lenin and Stalin knows what an abyss separates them,” he proclaimed, adding: “Just as a pious Muslim already, intuitively, emotionally rejects Marxist socialism, so must a true Bolshevist perceive Islam to be, like any other religion, an ‘opiate of the people’ and fight against it with the same remorselessness as against nationalism.”139

Again it was Paul Schmitz who contributed most to the wider dissemination of these ideas. His Moskau und die islamische Welt (Moscow and the Islamic World), published in 1938 in the notorious Bolschewismus (Bolshevism) book series of the NSDAP central publishing house Franz Eher, examined the Kremlin’s policies toward Muslims.140 It gave a detailed account of the Soviet suppression of Islam, denouncing Moscow’s “political and religious rape” of its Muslim population.141 Claiming that Soviet oppression had been “ineffective,” he asserted that the “Islamic religion” remained not only the “life fundament” of most Muslims but also the strongest vehicle of anti-Soviet resistance.142 In the final part of the book, Schmitz discussed the political implications of this situation for Germany: “Under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, we Germans have understood the role of Bolshevism and debunked it in front of the world, and we also know about the significance of the Islamic world in the fight against the Comintern. From this result the ties of friendship that bind us to the Islamic peoples.”143 Johannes Benzing, who reviewed the book in Die Welt des Islams, recommended it as “a good introduction.”144 The debate ran on into the war years. Just after the invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, for instance, Karl Krüger, a professor in Berlin and an expert on Eastern questions, published an article on the Muslims of the Soviet Union in the Organ des deutschen Orient Vereins, asserting that Islam in Central Asia could become a significant factor in the war and even making concrete suggestions for propaganda slogans.145

It is finally worth noting that experts in southeastern Europe would also to some extent engage in debates about the politics of Islam once German troops got involved in the Muslim territories of the Balkans. Most notable among them was Franz Ronneberger, head of the Foreign Office’s intelligence and research branch for southeastern Europe in Vienna, the so-called Dienststelle Dr. Ronneberger, and one of the regime’s rising experts on the Balkans. In the autumn of 1942 Ronneberger published a lengthy article on the significance of Islam in southeastern Europe on the front page of the Völkischer Beobachter.146 Compared to the millions of Muslims outside Europe, the Muslims of the Balkans, who numbered no more than 2 million, seemed to be insignificant. “It would be to miss the point, however, to infer from the numerical proportion alone to the actual significance of the European Muslims in the Islamic world,” Ronneberger wrote. “Everything” happening to the Muslims of the Balkans, he claimed, “is thoroughly registered and observed in the rest of the Muslim world [Mohammedanertum], just as, conversely, the European Mohammedans take the strongest interest in the fate of their brothers in faith, especially in the Near East and in Northern Africa.” Ronneberger went on to argue that Germany’s approach to Islam in the Balkans had to be with consideration of its relations with the Muslim world. It was not only the Muslims of the Soviet Union, who had been fighting their “grim defense against Bolshevism,” but “the entire Muslim world” that was ready to stand up and fight on the side of the Axis powers, readers were told. In the summer of 1943, the southeastern European studies journal Volkstum im Südosten, edited by Ronneberger and others, published an article titled “On the Mohammedan Problem in Bosnia and Herzegovina,” which dealt with the politics of Islam in southeastern Europe in more depth, again considering the Muslim population an ally of Nazi Germany.147

Although complex and fluid, the discourse on Islam and politics was characterized by some recurring narrative lines, ideas, and assumptions. It drew on an essentialist notion of “Islam” as an ontological entity. This entity was commonly considered to be intrinsically political. Moreover, the debates reflected a territorial notion of “Islam,” merging conceptions of religion and geography and understanding “Islam,” or more precisely the “Islamic world,” as a geographical unit spanning from North Africa to East Asia. On the eve of the Second World War, German experts agreed, for the most part, about both the political significance of Islam and its global reach, often referred to as “world Islam” (Weltislam) or “pan-Islam” (All-Islam or Pan-Islam), although their assessment of the strength of pan-Islamism as a political force varied. One of the more widely debated themes was the failed Muslim mobilization campaign of the First World War. Remarkably, almost no author saw the event as proof of the political insignificance of Islam. Rather, scholars referred to the lack of authenticity of the (secularist) Young Turks and the obvious nonreligious causes of the call for holy war. Experts also showed a remarkable interest in the abolition of the caliphate and the problem of the lack of a center of Islam, discussing questions of global religious authority and political influence. Some looked to new centers (Cairo or Mecca); others believed that a caliphate was irrelevant to the political strength of Islam. Another recurring subject was an alleged dichotomy between religion and nation, though most authors balked at the idea that they were irreconcilable.148 Finally, all authors examined the policies of the great powers toward Islam, agreeing that Muslim religious sentiment was antagonized by the policies of the British, French, Dutch, and Soviet empires, while recognizing Italy’s and Japan’s approaches as sensible. Wherever political statements were made in regard to Germany, Islam was generally presented as a political opportunity. Only a few experts regarded Islam as politically lethargic, and even fewer saw in it a political threat.149

Foreign observers were convinced of the practical impact of the experts on German policy making in the Muslim world. Analyzing Germany’s war efforts and propaganda in North Africa and the Middle East, the British foreign policy specialist Robert L. Baker detected the influence of “General Doktor Karl Rudolf von Haushofer,” noting that his “geopoliticians have tried very hard to apply the formulas of their science to the Middle East.”150 Baker would even discuss in detail particular articles on Islam published in the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik, including Rabl’s piece “On the Caliphate,” Lindemann’s text “Islam on the March,” and a special monthly feature on “India and the Near East,” which Haushofer himself had written for many years, to his Anglo-American readers.151 They had embarked on an “obvious search for a racial or religious movement that can be used to destroy Britain’s power in the Middle East.”152 Islam, Baker asserted, played a central role in this endeavor:


The war brought a change in the geopolitical attitude toward pan-Islam. Here again the requirements of Nazi propaganda were probably responsible, because of the hope of rousing the Moslem world to declare a Jihad, or Holy War, against Britain and France. For many years before the war pan-Islam was regarded by the geopoliticians as nothing more than an interesting dream, but one that could not be realized because of differences in race, language and doctrine, and also because the movement was politically lethargic and lacked a State-center.153

Their writings, Baker believed, were directly related to German policy efforts: “Both they and the German radio propaganda in Arabic encouraged Islam to challenge British ‘tyranny.’ … The geopoliticians have dug up material suitable for use in wooing the Arabs and Moslems by Dr. Goebbels’ efficient radio propaganda in Arabic and other tongues.”154 Yet, Baker also hinted at the problem of a lack of concrete concessions: “All three of the Axis partners have taken a strong interest in pan-Islam as a weapon against the British, but so far as is known they have kept their promises to the fanatics vague.”155 In a way, this criticism of German Islam experts recalled Snouck Hurgronje’s accusations during the First World War.

The influence of Geopolitik, particularly its theories of Lebensraum in the East, on Nazi policy makers, strategists and, indeed, Hitler personally, is well known.156 Many of the studies on Islam were read in Berlin’s ministries and departments responsible for the Muslim world during the war.157 Whether their writings on Islam had any impact, as Baker claimed, is speculation. Yet, notions expressed in these academic debates were to a remarkable extent reflected in discussions among and decisions made by the regime’s authorities in Berlin after the Muslim world came into their focus.





CHAPTER TWO


Berlin’s Muslim Moment


Max von Oppenheim’s memorandum of 1940, in many respects an adapted version of his plan of 1914, created few ripples at the Foreign Office.1 In his response, Under State Secretary Theodor August Habicht informed Oppenheim that the “questions raised are already being considered in detail at the Foreign Office.”2 In reality, until then, German officials had shown little interest in the Middle East and even less in the wider Muslim world. Neither Hitler’s foreign policy schemes, which he had developed before 1933, nor any strategy of the 1930s, had made such a policy necessary.3 Hitler’s plans were focused on eastern Europe. In the non-European world, including its Muslim territories, Berlin acknowledged the imperial interests of Italy, Spain, and Britain, which Hitler sought as allies.

With the outbreak of the war and, more importantly, following Italy’s military failures in North Africa and the Balkans in early 1941, this outlook changed. When the Germans encountered Muslim contingents of the French army in 1940, Wehrmacht and Foreign Office officials had made some first attempts to use Islam in their propaganda, but these efforts were relatively unsystematic and ad hoc. It was only in 1941, when German troops became involved in North Africa, advancing toward the Middle East, that policy makers in Berlin began to consider the strategic role of Islam more systematically. Officials in the Orient section of the political department of the Foreign Office were the first to consider Islam in their policies toward Muslim regions.




The Foreign Office and the Making of Germany’s Policy toward Islam

In the summer and autumn of 1941, German officials in the Foreign Office discussed the political significance of the Muslim world and the employment of Islam for the German war effort. A systematic instrumentalization of Islam was first proposed by the diplomat Eberhard von Stohrer in a memorandum of 18 November 1941.4 Asserting that in the future course of the war, the Muslim world would soon become more important, he suggested that there should be “an extensive Islam program,” which should include a statement about the “general attitude of the Third Reich toward Islam.” Stohrer recommended the creation of a committee of Islam experts to work out such a program. Convinced that National Socialist ideology was aligned with “many Islamic principles,” he wrote: “In Islam, the Führer already holds a pre-eminent position because of his fight against Judaism.” After all, Islam was “similar to National Socialism” in that it rejected the idea of a “clergy;” the imams had “the role of teachers and judges, but not of clerics,” he explained. Stohrer was well aware that his proposed program could draw on the tradition of the “policy of friendship toward Islam pursued before and during the [First] World War.” Consequently, he put forward the name of Werner Otto von Hentig, who had not only been involved in Muslim mobilization during the First World War but had also directed the Orient section before 1939, to organize the proposed committee of experts. The time was ripe, Stohrer urged. After the defeat of France, Germany had gained an “outstanding position” in the “northern African Islam area” and won much sympathy “in the eyes of the Muslims” by fighting Britain, “the suppressor of wide-reaching Islamic areas.”5

Stohrer, who had long served in Cairo and was now ambassador to Madrid, wrote the memorandum while on holiday in Berlin, where he had discussed these issues with some friends—among them Pierre Schrumpf-Pierron, an officer in the Abwehr, the Wehrmacht intelligence, who had previously been employed as an agent in Cairo.6 A few months earlier Schrumpf-Pierron had also sent a memorandum to the Foreign Office about the use of religion in North Africa and the Middle East.7 Berlin had to be prepared to reorder the region and convince the Muslim population that it would not leave it to the despised Italians. To win the support of Muslims, the memorandum suggested that German policy and propaganda should draw on the Islamic faith. Such a policy would be particularly promising in Arab areas, as “the Arab Muslim” was a “de facto fanatic.” Schrumpf-Pierron also alluded to an alleged affinity between Nazism and Islam on which an alliance could supposedly be based. “The structure of Islam, incidentally, has much in common with National Socialism: above authority, below ‘democracy,’ ” he claimed, adding that Hitler was admired throughout the Muslim world. “He has defeated France and is already by now indirectly compelled ultimately to pursue a pro-Islamic and anti-Jewish policy in North Africa,” Schrumpf-Pierron wrote. The rest of the Middle East had to be approached in the same way, he insisted.

Initially, officials at the Wilhelmstraße disagreed about whether religion or the various ethnic (i.e., Arab, Turanian, Turkish, Berber, or Iranian) nationalisms would provide the best basis for a strategic alliance with the Muslim world. After all, diplomats still remembered the failure to instrumentalize Islam during the First World War. Just as in the academic debate, discussions among diplomats often revolved around an alleged dichotomy between “nation” and “religion.” As early as March 1941, Ernst Woermann, head of the Foreign Office’s political department, had noted in a memorandum on the Arab world that the “Islamic idea (‘holy war’)” was in the current situation “not usable.”8 “Arabism and Islam do not overlap,” he explained. The Arabs of North Africa and the Middle East, who were to be won for the Axis cause, would fight “not for religious, but for political aims.” Even Woermann, however, could not completely dismiss the role of religion. “The questions of Islam require tactful handling,” he urged. Although the dispute was never fully resolved, over the following months Woermann increasingly gave up his opposition to Islamic propaganda.

In early 1942, officials in the political department sat together to systematically discuss whether, “apart from national (for instance Arabic, Indian propaganda),” also “general Islamic” propaganda should be made in Muslim-populated areas of the world.9 Although the guidelines worked out during these debates stated that “general Islamic propaganda on religious grounds” and “slogans like ‘holy war’ ” should be avoided, they stressed that religion should not remain unexploited: “A measured exploitation of the Islamic idea in the propaganda announcements for the Arab countries and for the Mohammedans of the Soviet Union is desired.”10 As discussions on the issue continued over the following months, lingering reservations were gradually set aside, and in spring 1942, Woermann would report to his superior, State Secretary Ernst von Weizsäcker, that the “Islamic question” was now “dealt with thoroughly” in the political department, “both from the political and the propagandistic side”: “The religious fundamentals of Islam are thereby utilized, especially in the propaganda for the Mohammedans of the Soviet Union and of the Arab countries.”11 Only in India “Islamic propaganda” was not “at the moment” considered “useful” as German officials tried to avoid taking sides in the conflict between Muslims and Hindus.12 Indeed, in practice, officials in the Foreign Office increasingly drew on Islam in their policies toward the Muslim world. The Wilhelmstraße organized a major pamphlet and broadcast propaganda campaign in North Africa and the Middle East and eventually even in India, which employed not only nationalist but also strong religious rhetoric, preaching a Muslim-German alliance (see Part II).

These efforts were mainly coordinated by the Orient section of the political department.13 Responsible for North Africa, the Middle East, and India, it was directed by the career diplomat Wilhelm Melchers, who had formerly held posts in Addis Ababa, Tehran, and Haifa. One of the most notable figures of the Orient section was Fritz Grobba, an Orientalist who during the Islamic mobilization campaign of the First World War had first led a battalion of Muslim volunteers, recruited in the camps of Wünsdorf and Zossen, to the Ottoman Empire and later served in Palestine. The “shrewd and highly polished Dr. Grobba,” as Foreign Affairs once put it, had been German ambassador in Iraq in the interwar period and was now in charge of Arab affairs.14 Also concerned with German policies and propaganda in North Africa and the Middle East was the aged Curt Prüfer, another veteran who had been involved in German policies in the Muslim world during the First World War.15 Between the summer of 1941 and the end of 1942, the Foreign Office set up an Islam program, which included the employment of religious figures and the establishment of the Islamic Central Institute in Berlin.

The most prominent religious leader employed by the Foreign Office was Amin al-Husayni, the peacock-like mufti of Jerusalem. Born at the turn of the century into the patrician al-Husayni family, he had briefly studied at al-Azhar and at the seminary of Rashid Rida before serving as an officer in the Ottoman army in the First World War.16 In mandate Palestine, al-Husayni had quickly risen to power, though he had many enemies, most importantly the followers of the influential al-Nashashibi clan, which had long rivaled the al-Husaynis. In 1921 the British authorities appointed him mufti of Jerusalem—giving him the newly invented title “grand mufti” (al-mufti al-akbar)—and, a year later, president of the Supreme Muslim Council and chairman of the General Waqf Committee in Palestine, not anticipating that al-Husayni, an ardent Jew-hater, would soon become a major proponent of the opposition to British rule and Jewish migration to Palestine.17 In autumn 1937 the mufti was finally forced to flee to Lebanon, moving from there to Iraq, and, after the failure of the Iraqi pro-Axis coup, to Tehran. In autumn 1941, when Iran was invaded by the Allies, he escaped via Turkey to Italy. On 6 November 1941 a German plane brought him to Berlin.18

On 28 November 1941, in the presence of Ribbentrop, Grobba, and two German interpreters, al-Husayni was received by Hitler in the New Reich Chancellery (Figure 2.1).19 In his memoirs the mufti, eager to present himself as a great statesman, described in detail the splendor of the reception:


I did not expect that my reception at the famous chancellery would be an official one, but a private meeting with the Führer. I had just arrived at the wide square in front of the chancellery and stepped out of the car in front of the entrance of the great building, when I was startled by the sound of a military band and guard of honor composed of around two hundred German soldiers who had gathered in the square. My escorts from the Foreign Office invited me to inspect the guard, which I did. Then we entered the chancellery, and passed through its long colonnades and impressive portals until we reached the large reception hall. There, the head of state protocols greeted me, and after a short while led me to the Führer’s special room. Hitler greeted me warmly with a cheerful face, expressive eyes, and clear joy.20

Their conversation was limited to an exchange of empty courtesies and the affirmation that they were fighting against common enemies—the British, Jews, and Bolshevism.21 When al-Husayni asked Hitler for a written guarantee of Arab, and especially Palestinian, independence, the dictator evaded the issue. After al-Husayni’s repeated request, Hitler told him that in the current state of the war it was too early for these kinds of questions but asserted his “uncompromising fight against the Jews,” which also included the Jews of the Arab lands. Another request for a meeting with Hitler in 1943 was unsuccessful.22

The mufti settled in Berlin and, in the following years, tried to influence German policies toward the Muslim world. He soon became notorious for his intrigues against rivals, most importantly the former Iraqi prime minister Rashid ‘Ali al-Kilani, who had also come to Berlin after his defeat in Iraq.23 Grobba, who was responsible for Arab collaborators, supported al-Kilani. To end the conflict, the diplomat and SS-Brigadeführer Erwin Ettel, former ambassador to Tehran, was finally assigned to supervise al-Husayni.24 In the following months, Ettel and the mufti, with the support of Prüfer, successfully plotted against Grobba and al-Kilani. In late 1942, Grobba was pushed out of the Foreign Office; al-Kilani lost his influence.
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2.1  Amin al-Husayni and Hitler in the New Reich Chancellery, Berlin, 28 November 1941 (BAK, Image 146-1987-004-09A, Hoffmann).


Al-Husayni’s activities in Berlin have been examined by a vast body of literature, most importantly in the biographies by Joseph Schechtman, Klaus Gensicke, and Jennie Lebel.25 Yet, biographical research on the mufti tends to overestimate his influence in Berlin. In the end, his impact was strictly limited. His plan to gain concrete concessions and to secure guarantees for Arab and Palestinian independence—his main concern—failed.26 His proposals were successful only insofar as they coincided with German interests. The most dramatic example was his intervention to hinder the emigration of Jews from Germany’s southeastern European satellite states to Palestine.27 Instead of putting the mufti at the center of the narrative, it seems more reasonable to see him as part of a more general German policy directed toward the Islamic world. German officials used him as a propaganda figure when circumstances necessitated. After all, he was paid well for his services. He received a monthly salary of no less than 90,000 reichsmarks and was provided with several residences for himself and his entourage.28

The Foreign Office used the mufti mainly to fuel its propaganda toward the Arab and Muslim world. Although al-Husayni had presented himself initially as an Arab nationalist rather than a pan-Islamic leader, Berlin was more and more interested in his a role as a religious figure.29 In October 1942, just before his dismissal, Grobba noted that the mufti had “so far enjoyed the special trust of the German political and military offices because of the clerical vestment he wore.”30 At the same time, Ettel assured Ribbentrop that the mufti could be employed not only for German propaganda in North Africa and the Middle East “but beyond, among all Islamic peoples from North Africa to the Indonesian Archipelago.”31 This was of course a vast overestimation of al-Husayni’s actual religious and political influence.

Among the lesser-known, though no less interesting, Muslim figures who worked for the Foreign Office was imam Alimjan Idris (Figure 2.2).32 After his employment in the Muslim prison camps in Wünsdorf and Zossen during the First World War, the Prussian War Ministry had kept him in charge of the former Muslim prisoners until 1921. A year later Idris was sent to the Soviet Union to encourage Muslim students from Central Asia to study in Germany but was arrested by suspicious Soviet authorities. After a few months in prison he was released, with the help of the Germans, and returned to Berlin. In 1933 Idris was hired by the Orient section of the political department of the Foreign Office as an advisor. He seemed to have few ideological scruples about working for the new regime. In 1933 Rashid Rida’s pan-Islamic organ, al-Manar, published a letter by Idris in which he defamed Jews as corrupt, despicable, and repulsive and asked for Rida’s opinion on contradictory Qur’anic passages about Jews.33 Following the outbreak of war in 1939, he was employed in the Orient section of the Foreign Propaganda Broadcast, which was run jointly by the Foreign Office and Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry. Involved initially in the Arabic program and later in Turkish broadcasts, Idris would work for the propaganda section until the end of the war, although both the Wehrmacht and the SS later became interested in his services. Idris spoke various Turkic languages, including Turkish, Usbek, and Kirgizian, as well as Russian, Persian, Arabic, French, and German. The Foreign Office had even commissioned him to write a Persian translation of Mein Kampf. To fuel its propaganda efforts, the Wilhelmstraße employed various other Muslim helpers. Among them were the Arabs ‘Abd al-Halim al-Naggar and Muhammad Safty, who also directed the Foreign Office’s new Islamic institution—the Islamic Central Institute—which became a hub of German Islam propaganda.
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2.2  Alimjan Idris (1887–1959) (Ilyas Gabid Abdulla, Islam in West Deutschland, Munich, n.d.).


The Islamic Central Institute was inaugurated at half past four on the afternoon of 18 December 1942, in a ceremonial building of the Luftwaffe (Haus der Flieger), 5 Prinz-Albrecht-Straße, in the heart of Berlin.34 The day was chosen according to the religious calendar. The Muslim world celebrated the pilgrimage feast of ‘Id al-Adha. Two hundred guests had been invited.35 Exploiting the religious context, the German authorities used the grand opening to advance their political propaganda and promote German friendship with Islam. The inaugural speech was given by al-Husayni, who cloaked his political message in the mantle of religious rhetoric: “In the name of God, I open this Islamic institute,” he began, and continued with a theological, though highly politicized, reflection on the meaning of the ‘Id al-Adha, the Feast of Sacrifice.36 The day, he asserted, “unmistakably alludes to the duty of self-sacrifice and the highest commitment.” He went on to urge Muslims to recognize the need to make sacrifices for the war effort and then reflected on the meaning of the war for Muslims. Their “tremendous number” and “their willingness to sacrifice,” he proclaimed, would put the Muslims in a good position to pursue their own aims in the war. “This war, which has been unleashed by world Judaism, offers Muslims the best opportunity to free themselves from persecution and oppression, if they capitalize on this opportunity properly,” he declared, adding: “Such an opportunity will not arise again for a very long time.” Most of the speech contained religiously charged torrents of hatred against the alleged common enemies of Germany and Islam:


Among the most bitter enemies of the Muslims, who from ancient times have shown them enmity and met them everywhere constantly with perfidy and cunning, are the Jews and their accomplices.… The holy Qur’an and the life story of the Prophet are full of evidence of Jewish lack of character and their malicious, mendacious and treacherous behavior, which completely suffices to warn Muslims of their ever-constant, severe threat and enmity until the end of all days. And as the Jews were in the lifetime of the great Prophet, so they have remained throughout all ages; conniving and full of hatred toward the Muslim, wherever an opportunity offered itself to them.

The Americans and the British had invaded Muslim lands in North Africa, he fulminated. England in particular would not “content itself with usurping the Muslims of India” and, by “suppressing Egypt, Palestine and other countries,” it had “further extended the persecution of the Muslims and driven the fury of war into many Muslim countries,” for instance, by occupying Iraq, Iran, and Syria. In the Balkans, the British had given money and weapons to the Communists so that they could “savage Muslim men, women and children in Bosnia.” Al-Husayni also commented on Islam in the Soviet Union: “In addition to Jews, Americans and English are the Bolshevists with their irreconcilable enmity toward Islam. They have suppressed and persecuted 40 million Muslims in their empire. They have destroyed their religious and national institutions, trampled on their freedom and rights, and abolished their institutes and charity organizations by force.” Finally, he called for global Muslim resistance in the form of a religious imperative: “The Muslim who fears somebody else besides God or yields to his enemies and places his fate voluntarily in their hands is not a Muslim anymore.” Only the readiness to make sacrifice would bring victory, he concluded. “There is no god but Allah!”37

The event was closely controlled by the Foreign Office.38 The speech had been approved by Ribbentrop personally. It was broadcast across North Africa and the Middle East. In Germany, too, the event received considerable attention. The party organ, Völkischer Beobachter, ran an article headed “This War Could Bring Freedom to Islam!” and printed a full-page report about the ‘Id al-Adha celebration, the Islamic ideal of self-sacrifice, the speech, and the opening of the institute.39 Similarly, the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung reported on the “Liberation Battle of Islam.”40 A local Berlin paper ran an article titled “The Spokesman of 400 Million Accuses,” and another one printed photographs of al-Husayni giving his “accusatory speech against the oppressors of Islam.”41

In fact, the institute had already been founded, under the name Islam Institute (Islam-Institut), in 1927 by activists of the Muslim community in Berlin.42 The Muslim minority of the capital had grown throughout the interwar period, centered on the mosque in Berlin-Wilmersdorf, which had opened in 1928, and various other organizations such as the Islam Institute.43 After years of inaction, members of the community, under the leadership of the al-Azhar-educated Sudanese journalist Kamal al-Din Galal, had made an attempt to reopen the institute in September 1941 and found support at the Foreign Office. The institute was reestablished in the summer of 1942. Although officially run by members of the Muslim community in Berlin, the institute was controlled by the regime. The inauguration ceremony, organized under the auspices of the Foreign Office, was a purely political event and gave a clear image of the extent to which the Nazi state was involved. The driving forces in the Foreign Office were Wilhelm Melchers and Curt Prüfer.44 And the Wilhemstraße also dealt with the institute’s finances.45 The Muslims who officially ran the institute were closely linked to the Foreign Office. Apart from General Secretary Galal, both the chairman, ‘Abd al-Halim al-Naggar (later replaced by Hasan Abu al-Suud), and the director, Muhammad Safty, worked for the broadcast propaganda service of the Foreign Office. To underline its pan-Islamic character, the Foreign Office also made sure to include Syrians, Palestinians, Turks, and Afghans on the board of the institute.46 It was based in an apartment on the Klopstockstraße in the well-to-do Zehlendorf neighborhood, provided by the SS.47 Indeed, by the time of the inauguration of the Islamic Central Institute, the SS and other parts of the regime had also become interested in Islam.





Other Offices and the Expansion of Germany’s Policy toward Islam

As the war progressed, German troops moved into Muslim areas in the Balkans and in the Soviet Union, in the Crimea and the Caucasus, where other branches of the regime would follow up on these policies and make use of the then-established structures.

The Foreign Office, which had been increasingly sidelined since the beginning of the war, had little influence in the Muslim regions of the Eastern territories and the Balkans but remained the leading institution in charge of North Africa and the Middle East and would continue its policies and propaganda in these regions until the end of the war. Through its early engagement with Islam, the Wilhelmstraße set the tone and established a policy structure that included the employment of Muslim religious and political figures such as al-Husayni or Idris.

In the Eastern territories, attempts by the Foreign Office to maintain some influence failed. Friedrich-Werner Graf von der Schulenburg’s “Russia committee” at the Wilhelmstraße was largely irrelevant.48 The man on the committee responsible for the Muslim areas of the Soviet Union was Werner Otto von Hentig, assisted by Alimjan Idris.49 After dealing with various issues concerning Middle Eastern affairs in the first years of the war, Hentig found himself in charge of the Muslim Turkic population of the Soviet Union and, between autumn 1941 and summer 1942, also served as the Foreign Office’s representative in the Crimea. Hentig advocated the formation of a Muslim bloc against Moscow. In late 1941, he produced a detailed plan for the political mobilization of the Muslims in the Soviet Union, suggesting the spread of propaganda through broadcasts, pamphlets, and emissaries.50 Convinced of the power of pan-Islamic solidarity, Hentig frequently stressed the “proliferating effect” that policies toward Muslims in the Eastern territories would have on the wider Islamic world and connected discussions about the Muslims of the Soviet Union to Germany’s more general policies toward Islam.51 “Their treatment cannot be detached from the treatment of all other Mohammedan peoples,” for which Germany had established clear “slogans,” he wrote in a memorandum in early 1942.52 On the whole, however, Hentig and his colleagues at the Wilhelmstraße had only little influence on policies on the Eastern Front. Irrelevant were also the more general political schemes for the future New Order in the East produced in the Foreign Office. Some circles around Schulenburg advocated Crimean independence. In the Caucasus, a cluster of puppet states was to be formed, with which the Foreign Office would maintain relations. Schulenburg even organized an expensive conference of some forty Caucasian exile politicians at the Hotel Adlon to discuss the postwar administration of these areas. In Alfred Rosenberg’s Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories, officers observed the Foreign Office’s involvement in these affairs with suspicion. Eventually, in the summer of 1942, Rosenberg convinced Hitler to formally rule that the Wilhelmstraße had no competence in occupied Soviet territory.53

Yet, Rosenberg’s ministry had little influence itself in the Muslim parts of the Eastern war zones, in the Crimea and the Caucasus.54 Within the East Ministry, several factions competed with different visions of the role of these areas in the future New Order. Initial plans foresaw the Germanization of the entire Crimea and the establishment of a Reich Commissariat in the Caucasus. As the war situation worsened, another group sought the support of non-Russian ethnic minorities in order to break up the Soviet Union. These included the Crimean Tatars and the Caucasian peoples, although Rosenberg favored a Georgian-led Caucasian bloc over Muslim domination. To this end, the East Ministry gathered some non-Russian émigrés from the Soviet Union and founded national committees. The driving force behind this policy was Gerhard von Mende, who, in the summer of 1941, had left academic life to work in the political department of Rosenberg’s ministry, where his main area of responsibility was the Caucasus. Mende worried that ideas that referred to wider political units, most importantly pan-Turan and pan-Islam, counteracted the strategy to dismantle the Soviet Union into small controllable pieces. Islamic solidarity needed to be checked, he warned. “The Islamic world is a whole. German action toward the Moslems in the East must be such as not to prejudice Germany’s standing among all Islamic peoples,” Mende explained to a historian after the war.55 Other factions in the ministry were more conciliatory toward an instrumentalization of Islam. A memorandum from the political department in autumn 1941 stressed the importance of Islam in the war and affirmed that the positioning of the Third Reich as a “protector of Islam” would promise “great political successes.”56 Ultimately, the East Ministry pursued no special policy toward Islam; Islam was a concern only as part of the ministry’s general religious policy schemes, which treated religion as an aspect of national culture and supported it only as part of the national splintering policy. As with the plans of the Foreign Office, these schemes remained largely irrelevant in the Muslim areas of the Eastern territories, with the exception of the Baltic region, the Reich Commissariat Ostland, with its Tatar minority (see Part II). The Crimea and the Caucasus were placed under military administration as long as they were under occupation.

It was the Wehrmacht that directed German policies in the Eastern Muslim war zones in the Crimea and the Caucasus.57 The army engaged in substantial religious policies toward Muslims in these areas. Five months after the invasion of the Soviet Union, in November 1941, a Wehrmacht report titled “The Spread of Islam among Prisoners of War” assessed the degree of piety among Muslim prisoners of war who had fought in the Red Army in order to draw conclusions about the role of Islam in the Soviet Union in general.58 Although noting that Moscow’s policies had alienated some Muslims from their faith, the report asserted that strong religious sentiment could be expected in rural Muslim areas, referring to the “generally existing fanaticism of Mohammedans.” Islam, it was made clear, was the Soviets’ weak flank. “The task of the Reich is, therefore, to support all efforts for the strengthening of Islam.” Such a policy would make Germany appear as a “Protector of Islam.”59 Overall, a “revitalization of Islam” would have positive political results. A similar assessment was given a few months later, in May 1942, by the military intelligence office of the Wehrmacht in a memorandum titled “The USSR and Islam.”60 It asserted that “Communist propaganda had not been able to weaken Islam in Soviet Russia.” Muslim religious sentiment (and closely linked tribal nationalism) had to be “exploited.” The paper presented a detailed assessment of Soviet policies toward Islam since the October Revolution, both in the USSR’s own Muslim territories and in the outside world. Muslims had proven to be a bulwark against Communism because “the Mohammedan religion is utterly opposed to the philosophical view of Bolshevism,” with its atheist dogma.61 In the course of 1942, as the army struggled to fortify its rule over the Crimea and German troops marched into the Caucasus, the idea of employing Islam against Moscow became more popular among Wehrmacht officers. Indeed, in the Muslim war zones, both in the Caucasus and the Crimea, military authorities engaged in a substantial policy of religious concessions and religious propaganda to win over local collaborators and to pacify these areas. Across the Muslim borderlands of the southern Soviet Union, German military authorities began to promote the Third Reich as the liberator of the faithful from the Bolshevist yoke (see Part II).

Moreover, the Wehrmacht began recruiting thousands of Muslim prisoners of war into its so-called Eastern Legions (Ostlegionen). Endorsed by Hitler, these units were formed under the auspices of the Saxon war veteran Ralph von Heygendorff and Oskar Ritter von Niedermayer, Hentig’s old rival from the times of the jihad during the First World War.62 In the interwar period, Niedermayer had first been military attaché at the German embassy in Moscow, later taught as a professor of war studies in Berlin, becoming a high-profile policy expert on the Soviet Union, Islam, and geopolitics, and finally, in 1941, entered the Wehrmacht again. Given his experience, he seemed particularly well suited to deal with Muslim recruits from the Soviet Union.63 Idris, who remained in the service of the Foreign Office, was now also regularly employed by the Wehrmacht, while army officials showed less interest in the mufti.64 In some cases, particularly for the recruitment of prisoners of war and propaganda in the units, the army command cooperated with the East Ministry. Religious care was provided, and a religious propaganda campaign launched to politically influence the Muslim recruits. The Wehrmacht also established a further Islamic institution in Germany, imam courses at the University of Göttingen, to educate military mullahs (see Part III).

Finally, from early 1943 the SS became interested in Muslim affairs. Its engagement in Islamic policies first began in the Balkans, where the Germans became more involved from early 1943 onward, and soon expanded toward Muslims from the Soviet Union. In the end it was the SS, more than any other institution of the regime, that tried to exploit Islam for the war effort. Following their conception of the militant nature of Islam, leading officials in the SS—most importantly Heinrich Himmler; Ernst Kaltenbrunner, in charge of the Reich Security Head Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt); his foreign intelligence chief, Walter Schellenberg; and Gottlob Berger, the pompous Swabian SS general who directed the SS Head Office (SS-Hauptamt), which was responsible for the recruitment and organization of the Waffen-SS—were convinced of the advantages to be gained from the exploitation of the Muslim faith.65 The involvement of the SS inevitably resulted in various frictions with other institutions, like the Foreign Office in the Balkans or the East Ministry and the Wehrmacht in the Eastern territories.

In the Balkans, the SS pursued a radical pro-Muslim policy and launched an Islamic propaganda campaign that met with resistance from the Foreign Office (see Part II).66 At the same time, Berger’s SS Head Office began to form Muslim SS units with recruits from Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Albania, which had a distinct religious character (see Part III).

From late 1943 onward, the SS began to extend this policy to the Muslims of the Soviet Union.67 The SS Head Office now sought to employ Islam and pan-Turanian ideology to revolutionize Stalin’s Muslim subjects against Moscow. The cornerstone of this campaign was the new Eastern Muslim SS formation. In charge of its implementation was SS-Hauptsturmführer Reiner Olzscha of the SS Head Office’s general “Volunteer Section,” which was led by SS-Standartenführer Erich Spaarmann.68 A careerist in his early thirties, Olzscha was one of the regime’s rising experts on Central Asia, also leading the SS research group Arbeitsgemeinschaft Turkestan.69 The most comprehensive outline of this scheme for the mobilization of the Muslims of the Soviet Union was given by Olzscha in a memorandum of 24 April 1944.70 The lack of professionalism and the inefficiency of the East Ministry and Foreign Office in exploiting Moscow’s non-Russian minorities made it necessary for the SS to step in, he wrote. Instead of splitting the Turkic groups, as the Wehrmacht had done in its Eastern Legions, the Muslims, the “strongest non-Slavic and non-Christian minority” of the Soviet Union, were to be formed into a solid bloc that could be directed against Moscow. Islam, with its “Russian-and Christian-hostile nature,” as Olzscha put it, was the best force to undermine Stalin’s state. Although Soviet suppression had weakened religious sentiment, Islam had to play a significant role in German political strategies on the Eastern Front. In fact, Olzscha called for the “strengthening of Islam” among the Muslims of the Eastern territories in order to “create an additional detonator for the disintegration of the Soviet enemy.” Since, however, the “all-Islamic idea” was not as vital as in the Arab world, it had to be cautiously “reawakened.” Olzscha underlined these ideas a month later in another report, again urging for the exploitation of the “almost 30 million Mohammedan Turks” of the Soviet Union.71 In the Eastern Muslim SS formation, the “common faith” of the soldiers had to be strongly supported. The reawakening of Islam meant the strengthening of anti-Bolshevik forces, he declared.72 In practice, the SS began to employ Eastern Muslim formations and provided its soldiers with special religious care and religiously charged political indoctrination and in 1944 also opened a mullah school in Dresden for the education of field imams—Idris was employed by the SS to direct the school (see Part III). To support this policy, the SS also employed experts on Islam in the Soviet Union, most notably Johannes Benzing. Olzscha was of course well aware that this program for Islamic mobilization had its precedents in the policies of Imperial Germany, reminding his interrogators after the war that in the First World War special provisions and a mosque had already been provided for Muslim prisoners of war and that during the Second World War the issue had occurred again.73

Eventually, toward the end of the war, the SS tried to expand the mobilization of Balkan and Eastern Muslims into a pan-Islamic mobilization campaign, targeting Muslims from all over the world. In his Nuremberg interrogation, Melchers remembered that the SS policy went more and more “in the direction of a mobilization and arming of every available Mohammedan.”74 “It is a matter of fact that the SS Head Office at the time strongly played with the pan-Islamic idea,” Olzscha later explained.75 The SS Head Office recruited Muslims in the Baltic, established plans for an Arab formation and a Muslim Indian army, considered recruiting Muslims from Bulgaria, and even began screening Muslim East African prisoners of war. Memoranda from the SS Head Office now had titles such as “Mobilization of Islam.”76 Within the SS Head Office, all of these formations, and more generally all political affairs regarding Muslim areas from North Africa to Turkestan and India, were to be organized in a section under Olzscha.77 Though the section was reordered several times during 1944 and never became fully operational, it included an “Islam Office,” which was to ensure a coherent policy toward all Muslim groups (see Part III).78

The increasing takeover of Muslim affairs by the SS can be illustrated in the case of the mufti, who was used more and more by the SS, while the Foreign Office considered him less and less important. In early 1943, supervision of the mufti was transferred from Ettel to Prüfer and Melchers and later to Hentig, who were less enthusiastic about him. In his Nuremberg interrogation, Melchers emphasized his poor relationship with the mufti.79 Ribbentrop, Melchers explained, had gradually lost interest in his Arab collaborator. The mufti, now increasingly preoccupied with the SS, no longer even informed the Foreign Office of his activities. To the SS, which was more concerned about the Balkans and the Soviet Union, the mufti presented himself as a pan-Islamic leader.

Overall, German involvement with Islam during the Second World War had not been planned. It developed over the course of the war and gradually involved more and more war zones and parts of the regime. To a certain extent, this policy drew upon the political and strategic traditions of Germany’s previous involvement with Islam, most notably during the First World War. Indeed, a closer look reveals significant continuities in both personnel and ideas. A remarkable number of officers who had engaged in Germany’s policy of Muslim mobilization during the First World War became involved again. The most significant example is the elderly Oppenheim. In the Foreign Office, veterans like Fritz Grobba, Curt Prüfer, and Werner Otto von Hentig worked on Islamic affairs again, and some of them, most notably Hentig and Prüfer, kept in close contact with their former mentor, Oppenheim.80 In a postwar testimony, Oppenheim even wrote that the Orient section of the Foreign Office had repeatedly turned to him for advice, asserting that he had kept the “best relations” with his old protégés and even with Melchers.81 The Wehrmacht employed Oskar Ritter von Niedermayer. Alimjan Idris, who had rallied the faithful at the Wünsdorf and Zossen camps during the First World War, worked for the Foreign Office and later the Wehrmacht and the SS.

It is naturally more complicated to show that Nazi officials drew upon a reservoir of ideas about Islam and politics that had been established since the imperial period.82 Nonetheless, some general observations can be made. German officials and experts had conceptualized Islam as a political instrument since the imperial era. They established an idea of Islam as something that could be used not only for social and political control in the colonies but also for active mobilization, a conception that had informed German policies during the First World War. The idea of Islam as a political force did not disappear after 1918. In the interwar period, especially during the 1930s, many experts discussed the politics of Islam, noting that Islam, despite the failed Muslim mobilization in 1914, remained a strong power in world affairs and a weak flank of the British, French, and Soviet empires. An important role in this respect was played not only by Haushofer’s geopolitical thinkers but also by regional studies experts like Gerhard von Mende and Johannes Benzing.

An advantage of using Islam rather than ethnic and national slogans was that Berlin could avoid encouraging declarations of national independence. Anxious not to interfere in Italian, Spanish, and, later, Vichy interests in North Africa and the Middle East, and Croatian sovereignty in Bosnia and Herzegovinas, and eager to avoid promises about the future political status of the national minorities of the Soviet Union, German authorities sought to evade questions of national independence. Moreover, religion seemed to be a useful policy and propaganda tool to address ethnically, linguistically, and socially heterogeneous populations. Coherent policy and propaganda was much easier to organize for “Muslims” rather than for individual ethnic and national groups, such as distinct campaigns for Berbers and Arabs in North Africa, for individual non-Russian minorities in the Caucasus, the Crimea, and Central Asia, for the peoples of Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Albania in the Balkans, and so on. Finally, in the context of the delicate relationship between Nazi race theory and non-European peoples, the use of religious slogans ultimately enabled the Germans to avoid ethnic categories.





The Problem of Ideology

The promotion of an alliance with the Islamic world was first and foremost motivated by material interests and strategic concerns, not by ideology. However, it was the willingness to deal pragmatically with questions about race, as well as the lack of anti-Islamic attitudes among the regime’s leadership, that made the promotion of such an alliance possible. After all, the Third Reich was an ideological state and the Second World War an ideological war, a Weltanschauungskrieg. Ideology mattered.

The most obvious obstacle to the regime’s policy toward the Muslim world was its racism. Hitler had already postulated the racial inferiority of non-European peoples, particularly Arabs and Indians, in Mein Kampf. Praising the idea of European imperial hegemony, he had ridiculed anti-imperial movements as a “coalition of cripples” (Koalition von Krüppeln), which because of “racial inferiority” could never be an ally of the German people.83 Hitler’s chief ideologue, Alfred Rosenberg, in his Der Mythus des 20. Jahrhunderts (The Myth of the 20th Century), had explicitly welcomed the subjugation of the Islamic world under European imperial rule.84 Soon after the seizure of power, however, German officials showed themselves to be more pragmatic.

For diplomatic reasons, Berlin had from early on tried to avoid any explicit racial discrimination against non-Jewish peoples from the Middle East. In fact, Turks, Iranians, and Arabs had been explicitly excluded from Nazi racial restrictions after the introduction of the Nuremberg laws—the Law for the Defense of German Blood and Honor and the Reich Citizenship Law—in 1935 had sparked international tensions with Turkey, Iran, and Egypt.85 Following requests from the Turkish embassy, which was concerned about the legal discrimination against Turks and German citizens with Turkish background, the Wilhelmstraße in early 1936 urged that a definite decision be made about the racial classification of Turks.86 Anxious not to damage relations with Turkey, the Foreign Office, Interior Ministry, Propaganda Ministry, and NSDAP Office of Racial Politics (Rassenpolitisches Amt der NSDAP) all agreed to send a clear signal to Ankara.87 Although the Nuremberg laws referred to “Jews” and persons of “German or kindred blood,” these categories were in practice refined to “persons of German and kindred blood” and “Jews and other aliens,” with the official commentary on the laws defining that the peoples of Europe and descendents of Europeans in the non-European world who had remained racially pure could be considered “kindred.” In an internal decree, German authorities now clarified that Turkey was part of Europe, at the same time adding that other Middle Eastern countries like Egypt or Iran could not claim to be European. This statement was soon leaked to the foreign press and caused an international diplomatic storm. On 14 June 1936, Le Temps reported that Berlin had decided to exempt Turks from the Nuremberg laws, while Iranians, Egyptians, and Iraqis were considered “non-Aryan.”88 A day later, similar articles appeared in La Bourse égyptienne and in the Turkish newspaper République, causing an uproar among Iranian and Egyptian officials.89 At once, the Foreign Office issued a press release, stating that these reports were unfounded and that this should have been immediately obvious given the fact that the Nuremberg laws do not refer to the term “Aryan” at all.90 The Egyptian and Iranian ambassadors in Berlin, who insisted that their peoples were “kindred” with the Germans, were assured that the press reports were baseless and that the Nuremberg laws targeted only Jews.91 Yet, the delicate question of whether Arabs and Iranians were considered “kindred” with Germans remained open, and whereas the Egyptian ambassador in Berlin merely demanded clarification that Egyptians were not targeted by German racial laws, Tehran’s ambassador insisted on a definite statement that Iranians were considered racially related to the Germans.92 After all, Riza Shah had, a year earlier, ordered that his country be called “Iran” instead of “Persia” in international affairs; the name “Iran” is a cognate of “Aryan” and refers to the “Land of the Aryans,” and Iranian officials had internally made no secret that they believed this term useful given that “some countries pride themselves on being Aryan.”93 To discuss the issue, representatives of all major ministries assembled at the Foreign Office on 1 July 1936.94 Walter Groß, head of the NSDAP Office of Racial Politics, made it clear that any formal declaration on racial relations was out of the question. Yet, it was agreed to inform the ambassadors that the racial laws did not target (non-Jewish) foreign citizens and that Iranian and Egyptian citizens were thus treated in the same way as other European (and indeed non-European) foreign nationals: marriage between (non-Jewish) non-German men and (non-Jewish) German women were accepted, while marriages between (non-Jewish) non-German women and (non-Jewish) German men were, after a racial examination of the woman, also possible. The question of German citizens with an Arab or Iranian background was studiously avoided. The Egyptians were conciliated.95 Tehran, too, seemed satisfied after Groß had assured the Iranian ambassador in a meeting in Berlin that Germany’s racial laws would not apply to Iranians even though Groß had evaded any definitive statements about the question of racial kinship.96 A year later Groß confirmed in an internal note that, although he was not willing to restrict the racial legislation to Jews only, German authorities should act pragmatically when foreign policy interests were involved.97 In short, the regime proved willing to be pragmatic when it came to the question of racial policies and relations with Turks, Arabs, and Iranians.

While the exclusion from racial discrimination could be backed by some race theory with regard to Persians and Turks, the case of the Arabs was more problematic, as they were seen by most racial ideologues as “Semites.”98 Regime officials were well aware that the term was problematic, as it targeted groups they did not wish to offend. As early as 1935, the Propaganda Ministry therefore instructed the press to avoid the terms “anti-Semitic” and “anti-Semitism” and to use words like “anti-Jewish” instead, as the fight was only against Jews and not Semites in general.99 When the Arab world became part of Berlin’s strategic planning during the war and German officials became even more concerned about not offending Arab sensibilities, efforts to prohibit the use of these terms were intensified. In early 1942, the office “Anti-Semitic Action” (Antisemitische Aktion) within the Propaganda Ministry was renamed “Anti-Jewish Action” (Antjüdische Aktion).100 Later that year, Goebbels reiterated his instructions to the press to avoid the terms “Semitism” and “anti-Semitism” in their propaganda.101 During the war, the Foreign Office, the Amt Rosenberg, and the SS would issue directives bolstering these decrees.102 Ultimately, even the NSDAP Office of Racial Politics would support the abolition of the terms. In an open letter to Rashid ‘Ali al-Kilani, which was published in the Nazi organ Weltkampf in late 1944, Walter Groß insisted that Jews had to be “strictly distinguished” from the peoples of the Middle East.103 Therefore, the term “anti-Semitism” was wrong and had to be changed to “anti-Judaism.” The text concluded: “National Socialist race theory in fact recognizes Arabs as members of a high-grade race, which looks back on a glorious and heroic history.”104 On trial in Jerusalem, Adolf Eichmann after the war reiterated this point, explaining that the term “anti-Semitism” was “incorrect” and should be replaced by “anti-Judaism,” as the category “Semites” also included Arabs.105

As the deteriorating military situation made the recruitment of Muslims from the Balkans and the Soviet Union necessary, here, too, racial guidelines were relaxed. In 1943, when the Germans moved into Bosnia and Herzegovina, the SS declared the Muslims of the Balkans part of the “racially valuable peoples of Europe.”106 In fact, they were the first non-Germanic peoples allowed to enter the ranks of the Waffen-SS (see Part III). General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau, the Wehrmacht’s plenipotentiary general in Croatia, jokingly called the new allies “Musligermanics” (Muselgermanen).107

Berlin took a similar approach to the Muslim Turkic peoples from the Soviet Union, targeted by German recruiters.108 Although the non-Slavic minorities of the Eastern territories were generally considered racially superior to Slavs, these distinctions had initially played no role in practice. Ironically, it was these Soviet “Asiatics”—Caucasians and Central Asians—who played the central role in the regime’s notorious Untermensch campaign, more central, in fact, than Russians or Ukrainians. In National Socialist propaganda, the term “Tatar,” originally a collective name for the Eastern Turks, had a most derogatory meaning. Again, the Germans modified their language. In March 1942 the East Ministry issued an instruction about the term “Tatar” (Tatare), which was from then on to be avoided.109 Instead, expressions like “Idel-Ural peoples” (Idel-Uraler) for the population of the Volga-Ural area, “Crimean Turks” (Krimtürken), and “Azerbaijanis” (Aserbeidschaner) had to be used. A few months later, the Propaganda Ministry ordered the press to refrain from polemics against these groups.110 In an article in the Zeitschrift für Politik, von Hentig even argued that the term “Tatar” was not derogatory but honorable.111 German propaganda toward Muslim Eastern Turks fighting in Hitler’s armies was at pains to demonstrate respect. One article, published in field journals distributed among volunteers from the North Caucasus, explained that all tribes of the North Caucasus formed a völkisch unity and belonged to the Indo-Germanic race.112 Quoting Groß, another article asserted that “German race theory” was “not directed against other peoples,” with the exception of Jews.113 However, racial mixing between Germans and Eastern Turks had to be avoided for the benefit of both peoples. German officers were instructed to explain to the “Turkic peoples” that they were “racially valuable” but that their “bloodstream” was different from the Germans’ and therefore mixing would have negative consequences for both sides.114 In 1944, when more and more Eastern Turkic volunteers were being deployed in the Reich, an instruction sheet ordered German soldiers to make sure that “the volunteer shows our German women respect and the necessary reservation,” in the name of the “purity of the blood.”115 Unwilling to give up racial doctrine, German authorities had to strike a balance between ideology and military necessity. In practice, however, Muslims, not just from the Eastern territories but also from North Africa, the Middle East, and the Balkans, were frequently victims of racial discrimination (see Parts II and III).

While race posed an obstacle to German policies toward Muslims, the situation was different with religion. Islam had often been described in traditional European racial theories as a religion of (Arab) Semites or even as an inferior “Semitic religion,” a view first promoted by the eminent French Oriental scholar and race theorist Ernest Renan in his infamous lecture “Islam and Science,” given at the Sorbonne in 1883.116 Yet, the notion of Islam as a “Semitic religion”—thus, a racist view of religion—did not play a major role in the thinking of Nazi officials and ideologues about Islam. In fact, many of them, including Hitler, distinguished between race and religion when speaking about Islam.

A number of members of the Nazi elite expressed their sympathy for Islam. The man who was perhaps most fascinated with the Muslim faith and enthusiastic about what he believed to be an affinity between National Socialism and Islam, was Himmler.117 After discussing the Muslim SS division in the Balkans with Himmler and Hitler in Berlin in February 1943, Edmund Glaise von Horstenau noted that Himmler had expressed his disdain for Christianity, while explaining that he found Islam “very admirable.”118 Hitler had made a similar remark. A few months later, according to Horstenau, Himmler brought up the subject again: “We also spoke about the Muslim question. He came again to speak about the heroic character of the Mohammedan religion, while expressing his disdain for Christianity, and especially Catholicism.”119 The most intimate insights into Himmler’s attitude toward Islam are given by his doctor, Felix Kersten, in his notorious memoirs.120 Kersten wrote an entire chapter on Himmler’s “Enthusiasm for Islam,” a chapter that for some reason was excluded from the English translation.121 Himmler, convinced that Muhammad was one of the greatest men in history, had apparently collected various books on Islam and biographies of the Prophet.122 On 2 December 1942, he told Kersten that he wanted to visit the Islamic countries to continue his studies once the war was over.123 According to the physician, Himmler saw Islam as a masculine, soldierly religion, telling him in late 1942:


Mohammed knew that most people are terribly cowardly and stupid. That is why he promised every warrior who fights courageously and falls in battle two [sic] beautiful women.… This is the kind of language a soldier understands. When he believes that he will be welcomed in this manner in the afterlife, he will be willing to give his life; he will be enthusiastic about going to battle and not fear death. You may call this primitive and laugh about it … but it is based on deeper wisdom. A religion must speak a man’s language.124

Himmler, who had left the Catholic Church in 1936, would regularly contrast his idea of Islam with Christianity, particularly Catholicism. Christianity made no promises to soldiers who died in battle, he lamented. There was no reward for bravery: “And now compare this, Herr Kersten, according to these points of view, to the religion of the Mohammedans, a religion of people’s soldiers.”125 Islam he considered a practical faith that provided believers with guidance for everyday life: “Look, how intelligent this religion is.”126 The Reichsführer would also come to share his interpretation of Islamic history with Kersten. He regretted that the Turkish Muslim armies had failed to conquer Europe in the seventeenth century:


Let us assume that the Turks in whose ranks Europeans were fighting as well, even in high positions, had conquered Vienna and Europe in 1683 instead of having been forced to retreat. If the Mohammedans had gained the victory at the time and Islam had then swept victoriously over Europe, the Christian churches would have been completely depoliticized.… For the Turks were religiously tolerant, they allowed each religion to continue to exist, provided it was no longer involved in politics—otherwise it was finished.127

Kersten later asserted that he “had learned something” from Himmler’s remarks “about Mohammedanism.”128 Toward the end of the war, in the autumn of 1944, he was summoned to Hochwald, Himmler’s field quarters in Eastern Prussia. Finland had just declared war on Germany, and Himmler was bedridden with stomach cramps. Entering Himmler’s bedroom, Kersten noticed: “He was still in bed and in great pain. The Koran lay on his bedside table.”129 According to Kersten, Himmler had become acquainted with the Qur’an through Rudolf Heß.130

Unsurprisingly, Himmler was particularly eager to share his ideas on Islam with the grand mufti.131 In his memoirs, al-Husayni remarked that most of his discussions with Himmler had revolved around the Islamic and Arab world. Al-Husayni had been particularly fascinated by Himmler’s ideas about the European confessional wars:


Among Himmler’s unique statements which we heard on one of our visits was his remark relating to his study of German history. He stated that the past religious wars between Catholics and Protestants faced by the German people of the Dark Ages, such as the Hundred Years War and other wars, had reduced the population of Germany from 35 million to five million. The brave and warrior-like people of Germany were the people who had lost the most from these wars. Then he said, “There were two opportunities for us then, and for Europe as a whole, to be saved from this bloodbath, but we missed these opportunities. The first appeared when the Arabs invaded from the West (from Andalusia) and the second was when the Ottomans invaded from the East. Unfortunately, the German people played a big role in routing these two invasions, and depriving Europe of the flourishing spiritual light and civilization of Islam.”132

Recounting this historical speculation, al-Husayni after the war made no secret of the fact that he had been much impressed by Himmler’s “intelligence, cunning, and breadth of knowledge.”133

Himmler’s views on Islam and history were shared by his right-hand man in the Waffen-SS, Gottlob Berger, who also believed in a strong affinity between Germanic and Islamic culture. One SS officer, Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski, spoke to his US interrogators in Nuremberg about Berger’s ideas on Islam, which he had expressed during the war at a meeting with Himmler and al-Husayni:


Berger developed a new historical theory by saying Germany would be better off and the old Germanic Kultur would not have perished if at that time in Vienna God wouldn’t have helped the Europeans, that is the Germans, but rather would have helped the Moslems or Mohammedans, because if they had been victorious in Vienna, then Jewish Christianity wouldn’t have been able to spread all over Europe and we would really have a Germanic culture and not a Jewish one.134

It is unknown whether Berger had picked up these ideas about 1683 from Himmler, or the other way around, or if the situation was in fact the same as that recalled by al-Husayni. In any case, Berger’s positive attitude toward Islam repeatedly made itself clear in his directives when organizing Muslim SS units (see Part III).

Hitler showed himself equally fascinated with Islam. In Mein Kampf he had recognized the rapid “advance” of the “Mohammedan faith” in Africa and Asia, compared to which Christian missionaries there “can show only very modest successes.”135 Yet, at the same time he had dismissively noted that a “holy war” in Egypt would soon end in British machine gun fire.136

After the war, Eva Braun’s sister, Ilse, remembered that Hitler had often discussed the Islamic religion with her and Eva.137 In his table talks, Hitler repeatedly compared Islam with Christianity in order to devalue the latter, especially Catholicism. In contrast to Islam, which he portrayed as a strong and practical faith, he described Christianity as a soft, artificial, weak religion of suffering.138 Whereas Islam was a religion of the here and now, Hitler told his entourage, Christianity was a religion of the kingdom to come—a kingdom that was, compared to the paradise promised by Islam, deeply unattractive.

For Hitler, religion was a means of supporting human life on earth practically and not an end in itself. “The precepts ordering people to wash, to avoid certain drinks, to fast at appointed dates, to take exercise, to rise with the sun, to climb to the top of the minaret—all these were obligations invented by intelligent people,” he remarked in October 1941 in the presence of Himmler.139 “The exhortation to fight courageously is also self-explanatory. Observe, by the way, that, as a corollary, the Mussulman [sic] was promised a paradise peopled with houris, where wine flowed in streams—a real earthly paradise,” he enthused. Christianity, in contrast, promised nothing comparable: “The Christians, on the other hand, declare themselves satisfied if after their death they are allowed to sing Hallelujahs!”140 Two months later he commented in a similar vein: “I can imagine people being enthusiastic about the paradise of Mahomet [sic], but as for the insipid paradise of the Christians!”141 Hitler would also compare Islam with other Asian religions that he admired. “Just as in Islam, there is no kind of terrorism in the Japanese State religion, but, on the contrary, a promise of happiness,” he declared on 4 April 1942.142 In contrast, Christianity had “universalized” the “terrorism of religion,” which in his eyes was a result of “Jewish dogma.” A few months later, when engaging in his usual agitation against the Catholic Church, which was, he told his audience, foisted on the Germans by “Jewish filth and priestly twaddle,” he expressed his anger that the Germans had been haunted by Christianity, “while in other parts of the globe religious teaching like that of Confucius, Buddha and Mohammed offers an undeniably broad basis for the religious-minded.”143 Fulminating against the Christian Church’s adherence to “proven untruth,” he came again to speak of Islam:144 “It adds little to our knowledge of the Creator when some person presents to us an indifferent copy of a man as his conception of the Deity. In this respect, at least, the Mohammedan is more enlightened, when he says: to form a conception of Allah is not vouchsafed to man.” Expanding on this topic, he reflected on Islamic history. The Islamic period of the Iberian peninsula he described as the “most cultured, the most intellectual and in every way best and happiest epoch in Spanish history,” one that was “followed by the period of the persecutions with its unceasing atrocities.”145

Hitler had expressed this view before. After the war Albert Speer remembered that Hitler had been much impressed by a historical interpretation he had learned from some distinguished Muslims. To quote Speer:


When the Mohammedans attempted to penetrate beyond France into Central Europe during the eighth century, his visitors had told him [Hitler], they had been driven back at the Battle of Tours. Had the Arabs won this battle, the world would be Mohammedan today. For theirs was a religion that believed in spreading the faith by the sword and subjugating all nations to that faith. The Germanic peoples would have become heirs to that religion. Such a creed was perfectly suited to the Germanic temperament. Hitler said that the conquering Arabs, because of their racial inferiority, would in the long run have been unable to contend with the harsher climate and conditions of the country. They could not have kept down the more vigorous native, so that ultimately not Arabs but Islamized Germans could have stood at the head of this Mohammedan Empire.146

Here Hitler distinguished between Islam and the “race” of its followers. Whereas he perceived Islam to be a superior religion, he described its Arab adherents as an inferior race. However, Hitler did not perceive Islam as a “Semitic” religion as such, separating religion from race. Despite his fascination with Islam as a religion, for Hitler the race of its followers remained a silent but persistent problem. He concluded this historical speculation about the Islamic conquest of Europe by remarking: “You see, it’s been our misfortune to have the wrong religion.… The Mohammedan religion … would have been much more compatible with us than Christianity. Why did it have to be Christianity with its meekness and flabbiness?”147

Hitler’s adjutant, Nicolaus von Below, also remembered in his memoirs that Hitler had been impressed by the thought that Charles Martel’s victory in 732 had contributed to the disintegration of Europe and that it was, in fact, the Eton-educated Aga Khan III, at that time president of the League of Nations, who had, when visiting the Obersalzberg in October 1937, captivated Hitler with the idea that “Islam could have kept the unity of Europe.”148 Below remarked: “Hitler found his own view of the course of history affirmed by the Aga Khan. He would often evince his sympathy for Islam.” Two years later, in the summer of 1939, Hitler discussed the same issue with the Saudi envoy Khalid al-Hud al-Qargani at a reception at the Berghof. Werner Otto von Hentig, who attended the meeting, reported: “The thought, thrown into the conversation by Khalid al-Hud, of what would have become of Europe if Charles Martel had not defeated the Saracens, but instead had instilled in them the Germanic spirit, and so, carried by Germanic dynamism, had transformed Islam in their own way, was discussed,” adding: “The Führer described this line of thought as very remarkable.”149 Whether it was al-Hud who came up with the idea (as Hentig claimed) or Hitler had picked it up two years earlier from the Aga Khan (as Below recounted) and then brought it up again with the Arab envoy must remain an open question. In any case, Hitler was thoroughly fascinated by this historical speculation. Hermann Neubacher, special representative of the Foreign Office for the Balkans, also noted in his autobiography that “Hitler showed great sympathy for Islam” and that he was convinced that “if the Germans had become Muslims, they would have achieved more in history.”150 According to Neubacher, Hitler had further described Islam, in a conversation, as a “religion of men” (Männerreligion). Gendered notions of Islam—the idea that the religion was a strong, masculine, martial faith—were indeed expressed repeatedly by both Himmler and Hitler. Henry Picker, an official in the Führer Headquarters who took notes of Hitler’s table talks, remembered that Hitler had often praised the “attitude” of the “soldiers of Islam.”151

To be sure, our knowledge of the ideas about Islam that circulated within the Nazi elite mostly comes from memoirs and postwar testimonies, which, of course, must be read with caution. Nonetheless, these accounts draw a remarkably coherent picture of the ideological notions of Islam prevalent among the higher echelons of the regime. And admiration for Islam was by no means limited to the Nazi elite. In fact, similar attitudes appear in a number of ideological books and articles that were published in Germany during the 1930s and 1940s.

A major figure promoting an ideological interpretation of Islam in Germany was the Nazi propagandist Johann von Leers, who advanced the idea of a historical hostility between Islam and Judaism. The Qur’an, he claimed in an article in the propaganda journal Die Judenfrage in late 1942, described the Jews as satanic.152 The Islamic world had kept the Jews suppressed, whereas in Europe they had been allowed to emancipate. It was Islam, Leers argued, that had prevented the Arabs from being dominated by Judaism. The Islamic struggle with the “Jewish problem” had already begun in the times of the Prophet.153 “Unquestionably, one result of Mohammed’s hostility toward the Jews,” he declared, was that “oriental Jewry was completely paralyzed by Islam,” adding: “If the rest of the world had adopted a similar approach, we would not have a Jewish question today.”154 Infuriated by their treatment in Muslim lands, Jews had become the fiercest conspirators against Islam, even orchestrating Christian polemics against Muslims, Leers continued. “It may thereby be noted that the Crusades were, to a not inconsiderable extent, also unleashed by Jewish agitation.” Finally, he praised “the immortal contribution of the religion of Islam” to the defense against Judaism. “Islam,” Leers concluded, “opened for many peoples the path to a higher culture and gave its adherents an education and human form that still today makes a Muslim who is serious about his faith one of the most dignified phenomena in this chaotic world.”155 In another article, Johann von Leers again warned against “Christian polemics” about Islam: “For the pious Muslim, to be sure, the Jew is an enemy, not merely an unbeliever who may convert or who might be, albeit not a follower of Islam, a respectable man—the Jew is in fact the predestined enemy, who already wanted to bring down the work of the Prophet.”156 After the war Leers settled in Egypt, where he converted to Islam and took the name “Omar Amin von Leers.” Another propagandist of the regime who spread similar ideas was Else Marquardsen-Kamphövener, a publicist who had grown up in Istanbul and who would continue to write on Islam in postwar Germany. At the height of the war, Marquardsen-Kamphövener published an article on “Islam and Its Founder” in the journal Wir und die Welt, offering an anti-Jewish interpretation of the Prophet’s life.157 In the times of Muhammad, the Jews had, for the first time, encountered a hostility “which still exists today and will last as long as there are Mohammedans,” she explained.158

In the war years, the German papers printed various articles that carried similar messages.159 The Propaganda Ministry, in fact, repeatedly instructed the press to promote a positive image of Islam. Even before the war, Goebbels had warned the editorial offices of newspapers and magazines that any criticism of Islam was “undesirable.”160 Urging journalists to give credit to the “Islamic world as a cultural factor,” the Propaganda Ministry in autumn 1942 instructed magazines to discard negative images of Islam, which had been spread by church polemicists for centuries, and instead to promote an alliance with the Islamic world, which was described as both sharply anti-Bolshevik and anti-Jewish.161 References to similarities between Jews and Muslims, as manifested in the ban of pork and the ritual circumcision, were to be avoided. A few months later, the ministry added that magazines should report about the “USA as the enemies of Islam.”162 In early 1943 it similarly decreed that they should stress America’s and Britain’s hostility toward the Muslim religion.163 That spring, the ministry instructed German journalists to report on the “persecution of the Mohammedans by the Soviets.”164 Cases of violent suppression of the Muslims and their faith in the Soviet borderlands and occupied territories were to be used as leverage to discuss the Soviet Union as an enemy of Islam in more general terms. The reason for the hostility of “Soviet Jews” toward Islam was that the Muslims, compared to other minorities in the Soviet Union, had put up the strongest resistance to Bolshevism. Yet, these instructions were not always effective. Not all propagandists and party ideologues conformed to the official discourse on Islam. When, for instance, the prominent Nazi journalist Helmut Sündermann published an article in the Völkischer Beobachter in late 1944, comparing Islam with Bolshevism, SS officials were alarmed, complaining that it had offended Muslim readers and requesting stricter censorship.165

Ideological interpretations of Islamic history echoing those of the regime’s elite, ideologues, and propagandists can also be found, though often in more subtle form, in academic writings after 1933, most importantly those of German Orientalists.166 In a public lecture on Islamic art delivered in 1934 in Berlin, the respected Oriental scholar Ernst Kühnel constructed a theory of the affinity between Nordic culture and Islam.167 Because of their cultural similarities, Kühnel told his audience, the Normans had developed great sympathy for Islamic art and culture after conquering Sicily. Islam conformed much more to the conquerors’ “Nordic nature” (nordisches Menschentum) than did the culture of the “Frankish world,” which they had always perceived as something foreign.168 Kühnel was by no means the only expert in Oriental studies to construct such links to Islam. In his “Remarks on Modern Islam,” the eminent Orientalist Hans Heinrich Schaeder also suggested that a closeness existed between the Germanic peoples and Muslims.169 Schaeder also stressed the Prophet’s hostility toward the Jews, as did his colleague Franz Taeschner of the University of Münster.170 Johann Fück, professor of Oriental studies at the University of Frankfurt, portrayed Muhammad as a “natural Führer” and Islam as a völkisch bulwark against “foreign infiltration” (Überfremdung).171 Similar interpretations can also be found in the writings of the race theorist Ferdinand Clauß. A close companion and competitor of Hans F. K. Günther, Clauß was one of the regime’s major race ideologues, whose book Race and Soul (Rasse und Seele) became one of the most influential works in the field. In his writings, he postulated that a considerable affinity existed between the “Nordic race” and Islam.172 Toward the end of the war, Clauß also wrote reports for the SS Head Office about “points of contact” between the “liberation struggle of Islam” and Germany’s war, suggesting the propagation of the “commonalities in the worldview between National Socialism and the Qur’an.”173 Under the title “Preparation of an Operation for Winning Over the Islamic Peoples,” he reflected on the age-old friendship between Germans and Islam and pointed to the “ideological proximity” of “National Socialism” to the “beliefs of Islam.”174 His attempts to become involved in German policies toward Islam were unsuccessful. Clauß remained a great admirer of Islam after the war and converted to it.

Finally, all of the major geopolitical writers on Islam, most notably Schmitz, Lindemann, and Reichardt, referred to alleged ideological affinities between Nazism and Islam. Schmitz explicitly mentioned anti-Jewish passages of the Qur’an.175 Lindemann claimed that “Islam and National Socialism exhibit manifold parallels and analogies.” He referred to the Nazi leadership principle (Führerprinzip), which was, in his eyes, similar to the idea of the caliphate—in his language, the “Führer of the believers”—as well as to the strict commitment to their respective causes and struggles and to the ideal of discipline.176 To substantiate his claims, he drew on examples from the Qur’an and the life of the Prophet.177 Thomas Reichardt, for his part, characterized Islam as an “authoritarian and total” political power.178 Islam was described as the “arch enemy” of the “democratic powers” and “Bolshevism.”179 Confronting negative misconceptions, which he believed were spread by the church, Reichardt characterized Islam as inherently modern and revolutionary.180 In the last chapter of Reichardt’s book, the pan-Islamic activist Zaki Ali elaborated on these ideas.181 Islam, he affirmed, went through a process of renewal after the First World War, just like Germany under Hitler. Nazism and Islam shared a hatred of Bolshevism, and the idea of the caliphate was nothing less than the “Führer of the believers” (he used this expression before Lindemann).182 “In accordance with National Socialism, Islam sees the ideal state expressed in the Führerprinzip, as Islam knows no dynasty,” he proclaimed.

Other Muslim writers in Germany promoted similar views. Remarkable in this respect is the book Islam, Judentum, Bolschewismus (Islam, Judaism, Bolshevism), published in 1938, by Mohamed Sabry.183 For Sabry, the Qur’an and the Muslim faith formed the best bulwark against Bolshevism: “The deep bond between Muslims and their religion is the best guarantee that Bolshevism can never gain a foothold in the Islamic countries.”184 Moreover, he stressed that Judaism had been the arch enemy of Islam since ancient times.185 Drawing on the Nazi belief in a connection between Judaism and Bolshevism, he explained: “The Jewish mentality created Bolshevism and Bolshevism is the carrier of the Jewish mentality. Made by Jews, led by Jews—therewith Bolshevism is the natural enemy of Islam.”186 He tried to substantiate his ideas with quotations from the Qur’an, other religious texts, and with references to the life of Muhammad. The book was published by the Deutsche Hochschule für Politik in its series Ideen und Gestalt des Nationalsozialismus, which was dedicated to the ideological education of Germans.187 Written along the same lines was a booklet on Islam and National Socialism published by a Muslim writer in German-occupied Paris.188 In 1940, German censors considered the publication of a manuscript titled “The Prophet Mohammed and the Jews” (Der Prophet Mohamed und die Juden) by the Syrian writer Zeki Kiram, who had served in the Ottoman army and had come to Berlin in the First World War.189 A well-known Islamic publicist and disciple of Rashid Rida, Kiram had briefly worked as a translator for the Foreign Office. His text was eventually rejected due to “factual flaws and mistakes.”190 In 1942, he made another attempt and submitted a manuscript titled “Nordic Belief in God, Islam, and the Zeitgeist” (Nordischer Gottglaube, Islam und Geist der Zeit) to the publishing house of the SS Ahnenerbe.191 This project, too, failed. The SS agreed with Kiram’s view on Islam and his fierce attacks on the Roman Church but was offended by his idea that the Christian faith was connected to the Nordic racial nature of the German people.192 A German biography of the mufti, written by the Arab publicist Mansur al-Din Ahmad, met with greater approval from the German authorities. In late 1942, the Foreign Office sent the manuscript of his book to the Propaganda Ministry, declaring that publication would not be problematic.193 The Propaganda Ministry was willing to publish 10,000 copies, twice as large a print run as was usual during that period of the war. Although it was approved, it seems that the book never came out. In 1943, however, Berlin did print a biography of the mufti, authored by Kurt Fischer-Weth.194 It contained the usual praise of the Muslim faith and proclaimed the “rebirth of the Islamic force.”195

In September 1943, the NSDAP explicitly stated that it accepted members who were “followers of Islam.”196 The circular, signed by Martin Bormann personally, emphasized that, as the party accepted Christians as members, there was no reason to exclude Muslims. This decision gave legal expression to the lack of genuine ideological reservations about Islam.




 



PART II

MUSLIMS IN THE WAR ZONES




CHAPTER THREE


Islam and the War in North Africa and the Middle East


On the morning of 11 February 1941, German troops landed on the shores of Tripoli in Italian-ruled Libya and in the following months advanced toward Cairo and the Middle East. At the same time, Berlin launched a major, religiously charged propaganda campaign directed at the region, promoting Germany as the defender of the faithful.

The population in most parts of North Africa and the Middle East at the time had been subjugated to direct or indirect imperial rule. In the nineteenth century, as the Ottoman Empire crumbled, the European powers had taken control of North Africa and, following the Ottoman collapse, had come to dominate major parts of the Middle East. On the eve of the Second World War, Fascist Italy ran an oppressive colonial regime in Libya. France ruled Algeria and the protectorates of Tunisia and Morocco, with the exception of the northern coastal strip of Spanish Morocco, and governed the Levantine mandates in Syria and Lebanon. Great Britain controlled the territories of Egypt, Palestine, Transjordan, Iraq, and beyond, having established a vast, though undeclared, empire in the Middle East.1 At the same time, Zionist mass migration to mandate Palestine was widely seen as a European attempt to colonize the country, leading to a growing number of riots, most notably the revolt of 1936–1939.

From the outset, European imperial authorities had been confronted with various forms of resistance. Anticolonial nationalism (both religious and secular) was on the rise, especially among urban elites. One of the most persistent and socially widespread forces of anti-imperial mobilization was religion. Anticolonialism and Islam were in fact often closely intertwined, with religious authorities leading anti-imperial movements and employing Islamic rhetoric to unite Muslims—a phenomenon that could be observed particularly well in North Africa, where almost every major anticolonial revolt since the nineteenth century had been coupled with the call for armed jihad.2 The British Empire had frequently fought Islamic uprisings, most famously the legendary Mahdi revolt in Sudan. The French conquests in North Africa had been followed by a number of similar rebellions, among them the revolts of ‘Abd al-Qadir and the Qadiri order. After the turn of the century, the French became embroiled in a colonial war against the warriors of Muhammad Ali al-Sanusi and his Islamic order in the southern Sahara. The Sanusi movement would later also wage jihad against Italy’s conquest of Cyrenaica. The Italians suppressed the rebels with great brutality, marking the crushing of the resistance in 1931 with the public hanging of the elderly Sanusi commander, ‘Umar al-Mukhtar.3

Hitler had not planned to move into North Africa or to get involved in the Middle East, having always considered the territories as being justly under European imperial rule. Throughout the 1930s, Berlin cared little about an alliance with the region’s Muslim population. A prominent example of this lack of interest in Arab matters is the Haavara-Transfer Agreement, which Berlin had signed with the Jewish Agency in the summer of 1933, supporting Jewish passage from Germany to Palestine; the contract caused much suspicion among Muslims in Palestine and beyond.4 In general, Berlin considered the region as part of the Italian, Spanish, French, and British spheres of interest. After the fall of France, Hitler even allowed Vichy to keep the French possessions in the Maghrib and Mashriq, along with the rest of its colonial empire. Berlin’s famous “Arab proclamation” (Arabienerklärung) of 1940 spoke only vaguely about Germany’s “feelings of friendship for the Arabs.”5

It was the military situation that led to a German involvement in the region.6 In late 1940, Italian troops under the command of General Rodolfo Graziani were forced more and more on the defensive in their war against the British in North Africa. To prevent a military disaster, Hitler finally agreed to send support, deploying Rommel’s Africa Corps in early 1941. For the following two years, German troops fought in Tunisia, the Libyan Desert, and on the fringes of Egypt, where they advanced until they reached the small desert train station al-‘Alamayn in July 1942, just 150 miles from Cairo. After the defeat there by Bernard Montgomery’s Eighth Army in early November, the Germans quickly retreated. In the same month, Anglo-American troops landed in Algeria and Morocco (“Operation Torch”) to support Montgomery’s battle against the remains of Rommel’s tank army. Eventually, in January 1943, the Germans retreated to Tunisia. On 13 May 1943, Colonel General Hans-Jürgen von Arnim, who had succeeded Rommel a few months earlier, capitulated at Tunis.

The military involvement in the Maghrib changed German strategic thinking about the Middle East.7 Following the invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, the German army command drew up plans to advance from North Africa to the Middle East, uniting with German troops coming from the Caucasus. At once, Iran became subject to German military interest.8 As early as the summer of 1941, Berlin became embroiled in the failed coup of Rashid Ali al-Kilani in Iraq and sent a special mission under General Hellmuth Felmy to Baghdad.9 Al-Husayni, at this time still in Iraq, called for a “holy war” against Great Britain on the state broadcast.10 Employing full military force, the British thwarted the coup. In the same months, British and Free French soldiers occupied Vichy-controlled Syria and Lebanon, while Anglo-American and Soviet troops invaded Iran.11 They considered the region important not only because of its oil fields but also because of its geopolitical location. Seen from a wider perspective, the war in North Africa and the Middle East was, no doubt, also an imperial war.12

With German involvement in the region, the local populations in North Africa and behind the enemies’ front lines in the Middle East were soon seen as strategically significant. In the Maghrib, where the army was dependent on long supply lines, Berlin could not afford any conflicts with the local Muslim population living along the coastal roads. More importantly, a pro-German population behind the front lines, in North Africa and the Middle East, could weaken the Allied position.

In an attempt to win over the Muslim population, Berlin launched a massive propaganda campaign in North Africa and the Middle East. Pamphlets and radio broadcasts were designed to win support among Muslims in the German rear areas in the Maghrib, foster a defeatist atmosphere, and stir populations into open revolt behind Allied front lines in Egypt and the wider Middle East. Officials in Whitehall had a “considerable fear of the Muslims, a fact that is exceptionally important for us, and which we exploit extensively in our propaganda directed at Arabia,” Goebbels noted in his diary in the summer of 1942.13 Indeed, by that time, Axis propaganda directed at North Africa and the Middle East had already intensified. This propaganda was mainly organized and directed by the Orient section of the political department of the Foreign Office in cooperation with the Propaganda Ministry and partly with the Wehrmacht.

Axis agents distributed pamphlets carrying, as Foreign Affairs put it, “their gospel among the pilgrims en route to and from the Holy Cities.”14 Berlin spread stories of alleged attacks by the Allies against Islam and their “misbehavior—especially towards mosques and holy places.” A few months later the same journal remarked: “Thus he [Hitler] has had his agents at work for months stirring up Islamic resentment against England. He hopes to be able to capitalize among the Moslems from his position as the world’s greatest Jew-baiter … Hitler is manifestly endeavoring to arouse all Moslems against Britain.”15

Indeed, German propaganda in the region propagated a politicized version of Islam, promoting Germany as the friend of Islam and the Allies as its enemy. Berlin made explicit use of religious rhetoric, terminology, and imagery and sought to engage with and reinterpret religious doctrine and concepts to manipulate Muslims for political and military purposes. Sacred texts such as the Qur’an and religious imperatives such as jihad were politicized to incite religious violence against alleged common enemies, most notably the British Empire, the United States, Bolshevism, and Judaism. Besides references to mutual foes, recurring topoi in German propaganda included references to values that Nazism and Islam supposedly shared, such as the ideals of order, leadership, and strength.




Islam, Anticolonialism, and the Battle of France

Among the first Muslims ever targeted by German propaganda during the Second World War were colonial soldiers fighting in the French army during the Battle of France.16 Using pamphlets and loudspeakers, the Germans urged these Muslim troops to change sides. Most of this propaganda drew heavily on religious rhetoric, slogans, and iconography. In early 1940, for instance, army propagandists dropped pamphlets behind the French lines, printed in green, the color of the Prophet, and written in both French and Arabic, addressing France’s North African “Muslims.”17 To reach ordinary colonial soldiers, the Arabic texts of the leaflets were not in standard Arabic but in Maghribi dialect, or Darija. One of the flyers, shaped like a flag and adorned with a silver saber, warned the pious not to defend “the enemies of Islam” and called on them to desert: “Come over to the Germans, who have never done any harm to Muslims” (Figure 3.1a and b). Another one, with the same message, proclaimed: “The true Muslim never fights for the enemies of Islam, who have taken your mosques and turned them into churches, and who today send you to die to save the lives of Christians” (Figure 3.2a and b). Both leaflets invoked the recent past of anticolonial resistance in North Africa, referring to ‘Abd al-Karim’s jihad in the Moroccan Rif, the Algerian resistance leader Khalid ibn Hashim (Amir Khalid)—‘Abd al-Qadir’s grandson—and the anticolonial movement in Tunisia. In Wehrmacht circles and at the Foreign Office, sporadic discussions about propaganda for Muslim soldiers in the French forces and promoting the Third Reich as a “friend of the Mohammedans” had begun in late 1939.18 One of the first suggestions was to produce small amulets shaped in the form of the “hand of Fatima” (hamsa).19
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3.1a and b  German propaganda pamphlet, 1940 (both sides) (BA–MA).


Captured Muslim soldiers—their number rose to nearly 90,000 during the Battle of France—were treated cautiously by the authorities.20 Following the military engagement in North Africa in 1941, they were increasingly considered politically significant. Just as in the First World War, German officials were eager to demonstrate their respect for Islam, granting Muslims various privileges. On 12 May 1941, the Wehrmacht ordered that the prisoners’ religious customs were to be tolerated.21 Directives about the burial of French prisoners of early 1942 instructed that deceased Muslims were to have a wooden plate with the symbol of a fez instead of a cross on their graves.22 Referring to “reasons of Islamic politics” (islampolitische Gründe), the army command eventually also ordered respect for Islamic dietary requirements, with beef or mutton to be substituted for pork.23 In a prisoner of war camp near Berlin, a mosque constructed in Maghribi style, was built.24 Smaller mosques and prayer rooms were also established in other camps. Imams, usually ordinary prisoners who could read the Qur’an, were employed to provide religious care and to act as propagandists, giving collaboration religious legitimacy.25 To indoctrinate the prisoners, the Germans also distributed camp papers and pamphlets.26 The intent behind these policies was not only to potentially recruit inmates as guides, informers, and propagandists in the Maghrib but also, more generally, to create positive images of Germany that the soldiers would spread when sent back to their home countries. Indeed, after the Germans engaged militarily in North Africa, many of these prisoners were released. Overall, however, inmates seem to have been less receptive to German advances than officials in Berlin had hoped. In practice, many Muslim captives faced ill treatment by their German guards.27 Muslims from sub-Saharan Africa suffered particularly brutal abuse; hundreds were shot in the early period of the war.28
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3.2a and b  German propaganda pamphlet, 1940 (both sides) (BA–MA).


A great interest in the fate of North African prisoners of war was expressed by the religious dignitaries of the Grande Mosquée de Paris. Situated on the Left Bank, in the fifth arrondissement, the mosque had been built by the French government after the First World War to express its gratitude for the Muslims’ war efforts and was directed by the charismatic Algerian religious scholar Si Kaddour Benghabrit, who had supported the French politically and propagandistically between 1914 and 1918.29 After the fall of France, Benghabrit soon began to engage with the Germans (Figure 3.3). Concerned about the well-being of Muslims in the prisoner of war camps, he consulted with officials of the German embassy in Paris in early 1941, asking for special provisions.30 Benghabrit even proposed to send a number of North African imams, assuring the authorities that he would personally take responsibility for their loyalty. He also offered his own services, proposing to supervise the religious affairs of the prisoners and indicating that he was prepared to speak on Germany’s Arabic broadcast propaganda service. The Germans were naturally not interested in opening their camps to unknown Maghribian imams.31 Yet they were still eager to establish good relations with the mosque. One of the most important centers of Islam in Nazi-occupied Western Europe, it was not only the heart of the Muslim community in France, which had grown to more than 100,000 during the war, but also had close ties to the Maghrib. German officials in Paris supported Si Kaddour Benghabrit and made some attempts to use the mosque for their propaganda.32 Benghabrit, for his part, tried to improve conditions for his community by cultivating cordial relations with the authorities. Still, German officials kept a close eye on the mosque, suspecting that it provided Jews with certificates attesting that they were Muslims.33 After the war, claims were made that the mosque had organized help for hundreds of Jews, but so far no archival evidence has been found to substantiate these stories.


[image: image]

3.3  Si Kaddour Benghabrit, rector of the Grande Mosquée de Paris, greets Wehrmacht officials (Archive of the Mémorial de la Shoah, Paris).


During the war against France, Berlin also made some first attempts to influence Muslims in the French colonial world, using both broadcast and print propaganda. A pamphlet produced by the Foreign Office and distributed in French North Africa in the spring of 1940 called on Muslims to turn against their imperial masters, interweaving anticolonial and religious rhetoric.34 It portrayed the war as a sacred opportunity to rise against imperial oppression—“God has given you this opportunity, which you must not pass up!”—and, in fact, went even further, declaring that anticolonial resistance was a “duty to your religion” and predicting “God’s punishment” for those refraining from it.35 The pamphlet was full of references to the (alleged) oppression of Islam under French rule, accusing France of suppressing the shari‘a, banning Qur’anic education in schools, attacking mosques, and pursuing missionary aims. The struggle against the colonial regime was therefore a divine duty supported by Allah: “God will send you help if you are faithful to your fight,” the leaflet said, promising those who joined the war against France the status of martyr: “The gates of paradise will be opened for you, and they are fortunate who can achieve this.” The Foreign Office produced 10,000 copies of the pamphlet, which were sent via the German embassy in Madrid to Morocco.36 It gives a good insight into the sort of propaganda that was to follow in the coming years. Yet, as Germany’s general political line toward the Islamic world was not yet clear, these early efforts to deal with France’s Muslims remained ad hoc and tentative. A more organized campaign for Islamic mobilization only began with the military engagement in North Africa in the spring of 1941 (Figure 3.4).
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3.4  Africa Corps in the city of Tripoli, Libya, 1941 (Ullstein).





Islam and Print Propaganda in the North African War Zone

The advances of the Panzerarmee Afrika in the Magrib were accompanied by a major propaganda campaign. German planes dropped tons of pamphlets, postcards, and leaflets over the war zones and behind the lines of the British army, addressing the local Muslim population. This propaganda was organized by the Foreign Office in cooperation with the Wehrmacht. On the ground it was directed by the German diplomat Konstantin Alexander von Neurath—son of the Reich protector of Bohemia and Moravia and former German foreign minister Konstantin von Neurath—who from May 1941 was the Foreign Office’s liaison officer at Rommel’s army.37 Neurath was particularly interested in geopolitics and Islam, as is reflected in a list of books and journals he ordered from Berlin.38

Although the pamphlets drew on a variety of themes, ranging from praise of the regime’s technological, economic, and military superiority to anticolonial nationalism, a remarkable number had a religious tinge. One of them, produced in the autumn of 1941, when German forces had advanced to the Egyptian border, prepared the civil population behind the front line for the offensive, explaining that “German racial thought” recognized every race as “God given” apart from the “corrupt, parasite Jewish one” and assuring readers that the German people “will support your fight against the English and the Jews with warm sympathy and—God willing—soon with more.”39 Another, created at the same time, began with quotations from sura 8 (al-Anfal): “O believers, when you encounter the unbelievers marching to battle, turn not your backs to them” (8:15) and: “Whoso turns his back that day to them, unless withdrawing to fight again or removing to join another host, he is laden with the burden of God’s anger, and his refuge is Gehenna—an evil homecoming!” (8:16).40 The text that followed put these passages into the political context of the war, portraying the Soviets as unbelievers and the British as their willing executioners. Containing a detailed account of the suppression of “millions of people” under Stalin’s “satanic yoke,” it warned of Moscow’s schemes for the wider Muslim world. “Only Germany can save the world, and she will also save you and your religion from subjugation under the threatening red flag.” Drawing on the authority of the Qur’an once again, the pamphlet ended with a quotation from the “victory” (al-Fath) sura: “He knew what you knew not, and appointed ere that a nigh victory” (end of 48:27). The British counteroffensive in late 1941 thwarted Rommel’s plans for a final offensive into Egyptian territory.41 Pushed back to the western border of Cyrenaica, it would take him until the following year to start his next offensive eastward.

The second advance through Cyrenaica in spring 1942 was accompanied by an even more intensive pamphlet campaign. As German troops were marching on Cairo, the Foreign Office and Wehrmacht began preparing pamphlets for the Egyptian population. On 8 April 1942, the command of the Africa Corps formally requested a propaganda campaign in Egypt, seconded by Neurath a month later; and on 25 June 1942, after German troops had crossed the Libyan-Egyptian border, Neurath again reported to Berlin that Rommel had asked for propaganda to Egypt.42 The Foreign Office informed Neurath that 1.1 million new pamphlets had been printed, including 100,000 copies of “Green Is the Color of the Muslims.”43 Three days later the first dispatch of 450,000 pamphlets was flown to Cyrenaica for distribution in Egypt.44 The rest were dispatched over the following days. Another 1 million pamphlets were in print, and more in preparation.45 On 30 June 1942, four planes brought no fewer than 1.3 million pamphlets to North Africa, including 6,000 postcards with the hamsa and 1,000 postcards celebrating the reception of the Palestinian mufti in Berlin.46 On 2 July 1942, another 2 million leaflets were dispatched, including 100,000 “Green Is the Flag of the Muslims,” and 6,000 hamsa postcards.47 On 12 July 1942, a further 760,000 propaganda flyers followed, among them 200,000 copies of the newly created “Call of the Grand Mufti.”48 The float continued all summer. Among the Arabic propaganda material distributed were also 300,000 copies of the pamphlet “O Egypt.”49 Promising Egyptians liberation from imperial oppression, it assured the pious of Allah’s support: “God will bring justice to Egypt and destroy British injustice and its empire, the unjust, violent criminal.”50 By the end of August, the Foreign Office had produced 10 million Arabic propaganda pamphlets, of which more than 8 million had been distributed.51 In Berlin, plans had already been drawn up to turn Cairo into a new center of German propaganda in the Islamic world and to co-opt the religious leaders of al-Azhar, but the defeat at al-‘Alamayn and the British counteroffensive ultimately thwarted these plans.52

After Operation Torch, pamphlets increasingly attacked the United States as well. In January 1943, for instance, the Foreign Office produced the Arabic brochure “Islam and the Democracies,” condemning both London and Washington.53 A pamphlet proclaimed: “The English, Americans, Jews, and their allies are the greatest enemies of Arabism and of Islam!”54 Another leaflet, featuring a picture of the Hand of Fatima, began with an anti-Jewish verse from the Qur’an—“Thou wilt surely find the most hostile of men to the believers are the Jews and the idolaters” (5:82 [85])—and continued within a religious frame of reference: “The Jews and usurers, they take from the believers what they own, and therefore they should be punished. The American and English, invading the Maghrib, are the friends of the Jews; Roosevelt and Churchill eat out of the Jews’ hand. Anyone who is against the Jews must also be against the Americans and the English.”55 Remarkably, the basis of the pamphlet was again Islamic scripture, from which the syllogistic logic then followed: Jews are the enemies of Islam; the Americans and the English are the friends of the Jews; ergo the Allies are the enemies of Islam. The anti-Jewish content of sura 5 (al-Ma’idah), used here, had actually been discussed in German publications since the late 1930s, notably in Paul Schmitz’s All-Islam and Mohamed Sabry’s Islam, Judaism, Bolshevism.56

When Rommel’s army, pushed out of the Libyan and Egyptian desert, finally retreated to Tunisia, German propagandists continued their work there. On the ground, the propaganda was coordinated by Rudolf Rahn, German consul in Tunis and thus the highest civil representative of the Reich in North Africa. The propaganda guidelines for Tunisia clearly instructed that promises of national independence had to be avoided but that religious references were to be used to promote the Axis powers as “friends of the Mohammedans” and denounce “Anglo-American oppressors,” “godless Bolshevism,” which not only “persecuted the believers and destroyed mosques” in the Soviet Union but also suppressed Muslims in “other Mohammedan countries,” and “Judaism,” which “expelled the Mohammedans from Palestine and the holy sites.”57 These guidelines were adopted in practice. Among the propaganda material distributed in Tunisia was the small brochure Germany and Islam (Almaniya wa-l-Islam), a tract with rich illustrations and little text, promoting German friendship with Islam.58 In the end, no fewer than 6 million pamphlets were distributed in Tunisia.59

The major hub for the spread of German pamphlets in the western parts of North Africa became neutral Spanish Morocco. The Foreign Office and the Wehrmacht intelligence operated two propaganda offices in the country, one in the capital, Tétouan, and one in the port city of Tangier. The Tangier zone, an area of fewer than 100,000 inhabitants, which had been under international mandate before being occupied by Spain in the summer of 1940, became the front line of the propaganda war between Axis and Allies in the Maghrib.60 In the summer of 1942, an official of the Tangier bureau, located in the German general consulate, reported on the success of the German publications that had been distributed among local authorities.61 Among the principal slogans of this propaganda were “England is the enemy of Islam!” and “Germany will win the war—God willing!” On the occasion of the 1942 ‘Id al-Adha, the Tangier office distributed 10,000 copies of a pamphlet that proclaimed:


O Muslim Friends! For the Festival of Sacrifice we send you wishes for God’s protection and blessing! You know that in your entire history you have always had one great friend: Germany! You know that your enemies, the Jews, English and Americans, are also Germany’s enemies, and that your hope for a better future for the Arabic peoples is also the hope and aim of Germany! Heil to you and the mercy of God!62

Another pamphlet distributed in Morocco around the same time called on the faithful to rise against the Anglo-American invaders, who were the “allies of the Jews and the Bolsheviks,” to defend the “religion of the Prophet.”63 Moreover, the consulate produced leaflets exhorting pious Moroccans to “act” against “infidels and Jews,” the “British,” “Americans,” and “French traitors,” and their allies, the “Bolsheviks,” who were raging “against Islam.”64 In spring 1943, the Germans, now under serious military pressure, spread a proclamation in Morocco urgently calling for jihad, while drawing parallels between the current conflict and the wars of the Prophet.65 Beginning with a reference to the great battles of Uhud and Badr, it declared that the warriors of Muhammad had not lost their courage and had overcome the test set to them by Allah. The current war, “for the first time in centuries,” was a “new test”: “Beware, o brothers, of being among those who only wait and who don’t want to see the right path, just as those who scorned God’s Prophet—God’s glory and mercy be upon him—in the days of hardship.” Now everybody had to choose between the “ways of God and tradition” and the “ignominy of Bolshevism”—between “faith” and “enslavement by the Jews.” The pamphlet was interspersed with three long quotations from the Qur’an—among them verses from sura 3 (al-‘Imran), which refers to the battles of Uhud and Badr. Even after German troops had withdrawn from North Africa, the US Office of War Information reported that German agents were continuing to spread among Muslims in Morocco the rumor that they would be forced to convert to Christianity if the Axis lost the war.66 The Allies put great pressure on the Spanish authorities to close the German general consulate in Tangier, to which Franco finally succumbed in the summer of 1944.

Some propaganda pamphlets produced in Berlin were distributed more widely in different parts of North Africa. The Foreign Office sent thousands of copies of the pamphlet “Struggle of the Mohammedans” both to Spanish Morocco and to Tunisia.67 Photographs of the mufti of Jerusalem printed on posters and postcards, his poems written on amulets, and pamphlets with his propaganda speech given at the opening of the Islamic Central Institute were also sent for distribution not only to Tunis but also to Tangier—and occasionally at the same time in other places, including Ankara, Athens, Sofia, Bucharest, and Zagreb.68

Eventually, the Wilhelmstraße even prepared material propaganda for the North African war zone. Sugar cubes were distributed, every lump wrapped in paper on which a pious political phrase was written in Arabic: “With God’s help Germany’s victory is certain.”69 Officials in Berlin also discussed the production of small tea bags to be attached to amulets or pamphlets, although it is unclear whether the plan ever materialized.70 Propagandistic amulets—described in an internal document as “talismans with the swastika and a devotional saying or an imprecation”—as well as perfumed papers with a Qur’anic proverb and a proclamation of friendship, were also spread.71 Appealing to the senses of taste, smell, and vision, these objects combined material culture, religion, and political propaganda.

Finally, German pamphlets also targeted areas in the Middle East—Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and beyond. The New York Times had early on reported about Nazi propagandists in the Middle East who portrayed Hitler as the “protector of Islam.”72 In August 1942, for instance, German planes dropped 296,000 copies of a leaflet over Syria warning of a greater Jewish state encompassing large parts of the Middle East, which would be founded after an Anglo-American victory, and expressing the hope that “with God’s help” the Allies would be defeated.73 Berlin also produced 50,000 copies of a propaganda brochure, showing photographs of al-Husayni’s meetings with Muslim SS soldiers for distribution in the Eastern Mediterranean.74 Apparently Nazi propagandists in the Levant had also spread a song, with the lines: “No more Monsieur, no more Mister.  Go away, get out of here.  We want Allah in heaven, and Hitler on earth.”75 In the heartlands of Islam, meanwhile, Japanese agents distributed pamphlets among pilgrims in Mecca, calling all Muslims to unite, summoning them to a holy war, and presenting Hitler as a model statesman with the courage to stand up to the British.76

German print propaganda for the Arab world additionally took the form of tracts, booklets, or journals, most notably the journal Barid al-Sharq (Eastern Post), edited by Kamal al-Din Galal of the Islamic Central Institute in Berlin and financed by the Propaganda Ministry.77 During the war, fifty-five issues of the paper were published and distributed, in particular among the population in the North African war zone and among Muslim prisoners of war. Although its circulation rose steadily, no issue ever ran to more than 5,000 copies. Articles in Barid al-Sharq, dominated by the usual anti-British, anti-Communist, and anti-Jewish agitation, also drew on religious themes.78 They dealt with the suppression of religion in the Soviet Union and the Anglo-American exploitation of the Islamic world, and, on the other side, with German friendship with Islam and the activities of the Islamic Central Institute in Berlin. The journal also published several speeches by members of the Nazi elite, by al-Husayni (including his calls for jihad), and, on the occasion of the hajj in 1944, by the head of al-Azhar, the elderly Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi, even though he was known for his pro-British leanings. Contributors included the Lebanese pan-Islamist Shakib Arslan and Abdurreshid Ibrahim, who, after his service for Germany during the First World War, had now become imam of the Tokyo Mosque, giving the paper a further pan-Islamic tinge. Johann von Leers wrote on issues such as the suffering of the Muslims in India and the antagonism between Communism and Islam. The editors of Barid al-Sharq also published an Arabic-language brochure with the title Islam and the Jews (al-Islam wa-l-Yahud), based on a series of articles that the journal had run earlier under the same title. Numerous copies were distributed in Tunis.79 In spring 1942, the German consulate in Tangier reported the “confiscation” of several boxes of the brochure by Spanish officials.80 Files stored in the archives of the Foreign Office in Berlin indicate that the distribution of Barid al-Sharq in the Tangier zone repeatedly caused friction between German officials and the local Spanish administration during the North African campaign.81

The SS played only a small role in Germany’s propaganda efforts targeting the Middle East and North Africa. Perhaps the most significant example was the attempt by SS officers to portray Hitler as a religious figure. Stohrer had already mentioned in his memorandum that the Qur’an contained “a number of suras which can be interpreted easily by every Islam expert as prophetic words indicating the emergence of a Führer.”82 On 14 May 1943, two months after the defeat of the German army in North Africa, Himmler gave orders to the Reich Security Head Office “to find out which passages of the Qur’an provide Muslims with the basis for the opinion that the Führer has already been forecast in the Qur’an and that he has been authorized to complete the work of the Prophet.”83 After almost four months, the head of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt, Ernst Kaltenbrunner, reported that there were no passages in the Qur’an that could be used but that Muslims in some parts of the world held messianic beliefs that alluded to the “return of the ‘light of the Prophet,’ ” allowing “for a connection to the Führer.”84 In a second letter, Kaltenbrunner pointed to the idea of the “Mahdi,” which was, he explained, central to “Islamic eschatology”: “The Mahdi is supposed to appear at the end of times to defend the faith and to lead justice to victory.”85 Indeed, messianic beliefs had been common in both the Shi‘a and the Sunni world for centuries. After all, Mahdi uprisings had frequently troubled the imperial powers.86 Kaltenbrunner’s experts were most likely aware of this. On the side, the head of Himmler’s personal staff, Rudolf Brandt, also involved Gottlob Berger’s SS Head Office, as well as the SS Ahnenerbe to support this research, though neither organization was able to offer much help.87 Before long, Berger reported that his Islam experts had found nothing useful.88 The head of the SS Ahnenerbe, Wolfram Sievers, turned for help to the famous Indologist Walther Wüst, rector of the University of Munich, who submitted a rather useless report.89 Meanwhile, however, officials at the Reich Security Head Office had made some progress. On 6 December 1943, Kaltenbrunner sent another report to Himmler with some practical results: experts of the research section “Orient” (Forschungsstelle “Orient”) of the Reich Security Head Office had found out that the “Führer” could be portrayed “neither as the Prophet nor as the Mahdi” but that he could suitably be promoted “as the returned ‘Isa (Jesus), who is forecast in the Qur’an and who, similar to the figure of Knight George, defeats the giant and Jew-King Dajjal at the end of the world.”90 The Reich Security Head Office accordingly produced a propaganda pamphlet in Arabic. Portraying the Dajjal as the Jewish enemy, it read as follows:


We have been taught that the Dajjal will appear at the end of days; a monster that will deceive and betray the people. This will be a time of great oppression for the believers. The famous Arab [sic] historian Abu Ja’far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari said that the Dajjal was a giant and a Jewish king who will rule the whole world. Muhammad ibn Ismail Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Ja‘fai al-Bukhari said that the Dajjal was fat with curly hair. / O Arabs, do you see that the time of the Dajjal has come? Do you recognize him, the fat, curly-haired Jew who deceives and rules the whole world and who steals the land of the Arabs? Truly, he is a monster, and his allies are devils! We have been taught that the rule of the Dajjal will not last. ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar al-Baidawi said that God will send his servant, who will kill the Dajjal with his lance and destroy his palaces. / O Arabs, do you know the servant of God? He has already appeared in the world and already turned his lance against the Dajjal and his allies, and has wounded them deeply. He will kill the Dajjal, as it is written, destroy his palaces and cast his allies into hell.91

Although the Mahdi, the Dajjal, and ‘Isa are all prominent figures in Islamic eschatology, the way they were presented here was novel. Himmler immediately approved the text and ordered the pamphlet to be printed.92 The Propaganda Ministry produced 1 million copies.93 The idea behind this pamphlet may seem absurd today, yet, as mentioned, Mahdist revolt had proven to be a major disruptive force for the European empires in previous decades, and messianism had always been particularly potent in times of war.

The idea of promoting Hitler and his ideas as Islamic was not new. As early as 1938, Werner Otto von Hentig had insisted on asking a scholar of the Qur’an to help translate Mein Kampf into Arabic.94 The translation was to be compatible with Islam and written in the “solemn tone” of the Qur’an, which was “understood and appreciated” throughout the “entire Islamic world.” Hitler’s political message was to be given religious connotations. “If this should be successful, then the Arabic translation of the book of the Führer will find fertile ground and resonance from Morocco to India,” Hentig wrote, suggesting that German emissaries in Mecca should present the first copies of the translation to Muslim leaders during the hajj. The pro-British journal L’Orient, published in Beirut, reported on these plans: “German Orientalists prepare a falsification of the Qur’an with political intentions. They present, in the form of Qur’anic verses, a selection of passages from Mein Kampf so that Muslims will believe that Hitler is the messenger of God and that his book is of divine inspiration.”95 European newspapers printed similar articles.96 The Wilhelmstraße made several attempts to translate Mein Kampf into Arabic, and by the 1930s a number of Arabic extracts were circulating in North Africa and the Middle East, but the whole text was never fully translated before the end of the war.97 The most prominent figure officially commissioned to translate the book in the 1930s was Shakib Arslan, but he never delivered.98

In the last phase of the war, long after the Germans had left the Maghrib, propaganda pamphlets again specifically targeted Muslim soldiers in the ranks of the Allies’ armies. Employing a heavily religious rhetoric, they exhorted North African soldiers fighting in Europe to “wake up” from their “deep sleep,” to change sides to join their “German friends,” and to use their weapons against their enemies in order to free their countries and “win the blessing of God.”99 Another flyer reminded the “brave warriors of North Africa” of “what the despotic oppressors” had done to them—they had given their countries to the Jews and Bolshevists, the “greatest enemies of Islam.” It concluded: “It is a mortal sin to fight on the side of your enemies and at the same time betray your country and savage your religious commandments and teachings. Why do you fight against your brothers the Germans, with whom you are connected purely by friendship and love?”100 Another pamphlet proclaimed that an Allied victory would prolong the bondage of Arab countries and further weaken “the whole of Islam,” claiming, in typical elevated rhetoric: “It is your duty to defend your fatherland and your religion. Preserve your blood for this holy purpose!”101 It was signed by al-Husayni, just like another appeal, which rang with calls for sacrifice:


Today you go on the way to death! If you want to sacrifice your life, then you are only allowed to sacrifice it in the holy name of Allah and for the fortune of your fatherland; this would be the death of the martyr, who lives eternally in the Kingdom of God. However, if you sacrifice yourself for your enemies, the Allies, these protectors of the Jews, these enemies of Islam and the Prophet—peace upon his soul—then you would die the death of traitors, who are scorned in this world, and in the other world go to meet the most severe punishment.102

Overall, German pamphlets distributed among the peoples of North Africa and the Middle East dealt with a variety of subjects, ranging from praise of German military superiority to attacks against their enemies. Remarkable, though, was the centrality of references to Islam in these leaflets. Drawing on religious texts, like Qur’anic verses, and couched in a language of piety, they sought to utilize the full authority of Islam to endorse their violent political messages. A major obstacle, though, remained widespread illiteracy in North Africa and the Middle East, which severely restricted their impact, even if it is taken into account that the literate would often read the leaflets to others and spread their message by word of mouth. The materiality of the pamphlet could partly compensate: design—color, shape, and illustrations—most prominently the color green and the shape of the hamsa, and in some cases, scent and taste, were employed—all means that could appeal to an illiterate audience. Finally, another way to avoid the problem of illiteracy was to use a new medium—the radio.





Islam and Broadcast Propaganda in North Africa and the Middle East

More important than pamphlets and journals for spreading Germany’s message of religious revolt was Berlin’s broadcast propaganda to North Africa and the Middle East. Fascist Italy had launched an Arabic service from Radio Bari as early as 1934.103 In 1939, just months before the outbreak of the war, Berlin finally also began to broadcast short programs to the Maghrib and the Middle East. These efforts were stepped up drastically after Hitler sent troops to North Africa, and German stations ultimately aired daily propaganda reaching as far as Mecca and Medina. “Axis Radio Blankets Islam,” ran a New York Times headline during the war in the Maghrib, warning of the attempts “to fertilize the traditional seeds of discontent which have been sprouting in the Islamic world.”104

The major transmitter of German propaganda to North Africa and the Middle East stood in Zeesen (Radio Berlin), a small town south of Berlin.105 Since the Berlin Olympics in 1936, the city had housed one of the most powerful shortwave transmitters in the world, which, during the war, became a center of Nazi propaganda. From 1939 onward, Zeesen broadcast in standard Arabic every day, soon adding programs in Maghribi Arabic, and broadcasts intended for Turks, Iranians, and Indians. In fact, the Orient office of the radio station, directed by the journalist Gustav Bofinger, had absolute priority over all the other foreign broadcast offices in Zeesen.106 It employed around eighty staff members, including typists, translators, and announcers.107 As the war evolved, Germans also used stations in occupied Europe, broadcasting in Maghribi Arabic and in Berber, or Amazigh, from Paris (Radio Paris-Mondial), and, later, in standard Arabic from Athens (Radio Athens). Radio Berlin continued transmitting throughout the war until it was eventually shut down in April 1945.

The program was coordinated by the Propaganda Ministry, specifically its broadcast department, with its Middle East expert Leopold Itz von Mildenstein; the Foreign Office; and the propaganda department of the High Command of the Wehrmacht. The chief responsibility for the content of the propaganda to North Africa and the Middle East lay with the Foreign Office, particularly the broadcast department, directed by Nazi veteran Gerd Rühle and his young deputy, Kurt Georg Kiesinger, later chancellor of the Federal Republic; its Orient section was under Kurt Munzel.108 Also involved was the Orient section of Ernst Woermann’s political department. The general themes of the program were worked out in the weekly meetings of the so-called country committees of experts from different parts of the Foreign Office—Fritz Grobba, for instance, long ran the “Arab committee.” Among the Muslim employees was Alimjan Idris, who worked for the Arabic as well as the Turkish broadcasts.109

The Germans hired some powerful personalities. Head announcer of Radio Berlin’s standard Arabic service was the Iraqi journalist Yunus Bahri.110 In his late thirties, Bahri arrived in the German capital in early 1939, beginning his work for Zeesen immediately. “Berlin could never have been able to find a better-suited man to be its propaganda instrument through the Radio,” a British intelligence report remarked: “He is a man famous for nothing more than his dirty tongue, intrigues and a first-class inventor of lies and mischief maker and above all ready to be hired by anyone who pays a good price.”111 An ardent anticolonial activist, Bahri had traveled widely in the Islamic world, having worked as a political publicist in the Dutch East Indies, and later settled in Iraq, where he had published a newspaper and worked as an announcer for the state broadcast station. With his sharp voice, aggressive speeches, and marked ability to raise his voice, his broadcasts quickly became the earmark of Germany’s Arabic service. The elderly Max von Oppenheim, who was introduced to Bahri in wartime Berlin, later noted: “He was a half-wild man, quite bright, with a good radio voice, who, even more than the other Arabs in Berlin, loved to surround himself with young German girls; hot-tempered and rowdyish, he repeatedly bullied his workmates at the radio station with slaps to the face.”112

While Bahri was Berlin’s most prominent Arab announcer, the Germans employed various other speakers from almost all parts of the Arab world.113 Notable among them was a religious figure—the Moroccan cleric, pan-Islamic thinker, and anticolonial activist Taqi al-Din al-Hilali, who after the war attained world fame as a translator of the Qu’ran into English.114 A disciple of Rashid Rida, al-Hilali had taken up his studies in interwar Germany before joining Radio Berlin on the recommendation of Richard Hartmann and other Orientalists. He, too, soon became one of Zeesen’s most prominent Arab agitators over the airwaves.

Although the Germans decided on the content of the program, the speakers had some leeway to manipulate it. Shortly after the first airings, a Middle East expert in the Foreign Office complained that some of the Muslim speakers, “above all the Iraqi announcer Yunus Bahri,” gave the program “a personal tinge” that was “not always in our interests.”115 Although the Germans supplied the propaganda texts and had established a thorough system to control both the interpreters who translated them and the announcers who recorded them, Bahri frequently managed to introduce his own messages. “It is an open secret that the speaker Yunus Bahri repeatedly slightly changed the text that was given to him,” the official protested. As these modifications usually seemed minor, Alimjan Idris, who checked the recorded material before it was sent out, often did not intervene. Moreover, the modulation phase—the period before the beginning of the official program when the wavelength was adjusted—provided the announcers with another opportunity for manipulation: although speakers were meant to answer letters from listeners during this period, Yunus Bahri often used the time to air his own opinions.116 In his memoirs, Bahri gave the impression that he had run the station almost by himself, referring to himself as “the leading head of German foreign broadcasting,” while for instance downplaying the role of Idris, “the Muslim Turkestani mujahid,” as an “impromptu translator” of his office.117

Reaching listeners not only in the Middle East but also in many parts of the Maghrib, the service in standard Arabic was considered particularly important by the Germans. The scripts of the program provide a rich source of information about the content of Nazi propaganda aimed at North Africa and the Middle East.118 As a general overview of the program is already available, the following paragraphs concentrate only on selected cases to highlight the role that religious slogans, terminology, and rhetoric played in these broadcasts.119

Usually delivered in a strident and sensationalist tone, Berlin’s standard Arabic program was quite distinct from the other stations broadcasting in the region. The program always began with readings of Qur’anic verses, an idea initially put forward by Alimjan Idris.120 Propagandists at the Foreign Office were particularly eager to obtain recitations from countries of the Islamic world, believing that they had more authenticity than those produced in the Reich. After the occupation of Tunis, for instance, they wasted no time in acquiring Qur’an recordings from local Tunisian imams.121

As in pamphlet propaganda, religion was used in these programs to portray the British Empire, the United States, Bolshevism, and Judaism as the enemies of Islam. Perhaps most frequent were Berlin’s calls to oppose British rule. On 29 July 1942, when Rommel marched on Cairo, German broadcasts commanded: “It is the duty of Moslems, whenever the British exaggerate in their evil doings and oppressions, to invoke the name of Allah to fight them.”122 Berlin’s Arabic service certainly made sure that no Muslim forgot these “evil doings,” repeatedly reporting on (alleged) British oppression of Muslims around the world. It lamented the execution of a “martyr” from Palestine—a “hero who, in his fight for freedom, reminds us of the companions of the Prophet.”123 It used stories about (alleged) British repressions of Muslims in India to declare that “the latest enemies of Islam are the British.”124 It reported British suppression of Islamic religious movements in Egypt, claiming that the British “spread immorality” in Muslim lands and were responsible for “criminal actions against Islam.”125 Among the central religious themes was British disrespect for mosques and sacred places. “Both Italian and German propaganda continually emphasize the destruction of holy places by British planes,” noted an officer of the US Office of War Information in October 1941.126 In the summer of the following year, Berlin’s Arabic service repeatedly claimed that London used Egyptian towns as ammunition depots and camps for its troops and thereby exposed historic monuments and mosques to potential damage.127 The broadcasts blamed London for the abolition of the caliphate and the banning of religious celebrations in Cairo.128 In the winter of 1942, Berlin reported that the British, because of their fear of a major Muslim gathering, hindered hajj pilgrims in Egypt and India from traveling.129 Berlin also confronted “allegations announced by enemy broadcasts” that had reported that German submarines were ready to attack pilgrimage ships.130 German forces, the broadcast assured listeners, would not attack any vessel carrying pilgrims under whatever flag they sailed as long as they were informed of the schedule in advance. Some time later, when recounting the safe arrival of Egyptian pilgrims on the Arabian peninsula, Berlin boasted: “It is therefore obvious that the Pilgrim ships crossing the Red Sea have only arrived safely in Jidda because the Axis powers wished them to do so.”131 Whitehall, on the other hand, had done everything to spoil the pilgrimage, Berlin claimed. On the occasion of the next hajj season, in September 1943, Zeesen accused Britain of preventing Palestinian and Indian pilgrims from leaving their countries.132 A month earlier, the station had announced: “The de Gaullists, those charlatans to whom the British have given power in Syria, have adopted a decision to forbid the pilgrimage either by land or sea routes.”133 The Free French were thus just like the British in their “hatred not only of the Moslems but also of the Islamic religion.” London was well aware “that if the Moslems are united there is no power on earth that could defeat or intimidate them.” Sometime later, Radio Berlin became more explicit. Listing statistical data, the announcer claimed that 400 million Muslims would form a force much greater than the strength of the Allies and declared: “This Moslem force will oppose Britain if it does not submit to the wishes and aspirations of the Moslems.”134

The principal supporters and beneficiaries of British attacks on Islam—and indeed European imperialism in general—were, according to Radio Berlin, the Jews. Indeed, the closer Rommel’s troops came to Cairo, the more passionate the anti-Jewish agitation became. In early July 1942, when Rommel had crossed the Egyptian border, the Arabic speaker in Zeesen claimed that the Jews were fleeing the country: “Once more we thank God that Egypt will be cleaned from these poisonous reptiles.”135 And in the same month, when the Italian-German tank army was approaching Egypt’s heartland, Berlin announced: “The Jews are planning to violate your women, to kill your children and to destroy you. According to the Moslem religion, the defense of your life is a duty which can only be fulfilled by annihilating the Jews.”136 The speaker in fact explicitly called for violence: “Kill the Jews before they kill you.” In spring 1943, after German troops had left the African continent, Radio Berlin assured its listeners of the solidarity of Muslims in China, Japan, India, and the rest of the world, who stood united against common enemies and, most importantly, the Jews.137 Toward the end of that year, it claimed that the Qur’an cursed Jews “for their evils” and that “Mohammed also hated them because they wanted to kill him.”138 With reference to the holy book, one of the Arabic demagogues at Radio Berlin announced a month later: “The Jews are the worst enemies of Islam, and always have been.”139 Zeesen continued airing this sort of anti-Jewish tirade until the end. Perhaps the most significant was al-Husayni’s notorious hate speech of 1 March 1944, in which he raged: “Kill Jews wherever you find them, for the love of God, history and religion.”140 It is remarkable to note that Radio Berlin not only tried to fuel concerns about the Jewish colonization of Palestine but also went far beyond this, employing the conventional Nazi narratives, stereotypes, and conspiracy theories about Jews and eventually calling for their murder. Indeed, German propaganda combined Islam with anti-Jewish agitation to an extent that had not hitherto been known in the modern Muslim world.

Anti-American propaganda was overall less religiously charged. Only occasionally would the speakers in Germany employ references to Islam, usually in order to portray Americans as culturally inferior. On 5 September 1942, for instance, Berlin fulminated:


We were not surprised when Radio Boston, a few days ago, broadcast a talk which caused great laughter. The programme was started with eccentric dance music and then in a loud voice, the announcer cried: “Allah Akbar.” These people do not know whether they are praying to God or the devil. They are a nation of strange people with strange habits. These Americans, who always trample upon the feelings of the Moslems with their irreligious manners and ways, now dare to say that the Germans have no respect for religion.141

In the following year, Berlin’s Arabic service blamed Americans for being “slaves of the money bag,” of economic exploitation, and of having low moral standards, asserting that “American efforts will be broken on a solid rock—the rock of Islam.”142

Finally, Radio Zeesen’s Arabic service utilized Islam in its anti-Soviet agitation. On the eve of the battle of al-‘Alamayn, when German tanks were rolling into the northern Caucasus, the speaker in Berlin declared: “We must fight Bolshevism just as we have fought the Jews and the Imperialists.”143 And following the retreat of the Wehrmacht from the Caucasus mountains a few months later, Berlin reported horrific stories of Soviet persecution of Muslims in the region: “In places sacred to the Moslems, such as Mosques and Moslem schools, where the Imams performed their duties, those Imams were hanged on gallows, or shot before the eyes of their followers and relatives.” Reports about Stalin’s repression of Muslims and the destruction of Islam in the Soviet Union were broadcast every few weeks. Listeners were usually reminded of the closure of mosques and the ban on religious rituals: “Russia was, and still is, the most hostile country to the Moslems.”144 In spring 1943, a talk was aired on “Communism and Islam,” full of stories about massacres and the closing of mosques: “Communism is based on the following of Satan.”145 A few months later, the Arabic announcer in Berlin read aloud a letter allegedly written by two Caucasian resistance fighters, addressed to al-Maraghi in Cairo, listing atrocities committed by the Bolshevists against Islam.146 In late 1943, when warning about the Soviet penetration of North Africa and the Middle East, Zeesen assured listeners that Stalin had realized that Islam was “a strong obstacle” to his plans, as Bolshevist and Islamic principles were “diametrically opposed.”147 As late as August 1944, Berlin announced that Moscow had “destroyed the Mosques,” “burned the Koran,” and “prohibited the Moslems from practicing their religion”—“Bolshevism is contrary to Islam.”148

In contrast, Berlin’s Arabic broadcast propaganda characterized the Germans as the most trustworthy defenders of the Muslim faith. The “Arab proclamation” of 5 December 1940 had soon been followed by a more detailed broadcast declaration of German friendship with the Arab world and, indeed, Islam, emphasizing the tradition of Germany’s scholarship on the Qur’an, and Islamic history, as well as its admiration of Muslims: “The studies of German scholars have shown a special interest in the figure of the Prophet and his life,” the speaker boasted.149 The German program also referred to principles allegedly held in common by Islam and Nazism. On 22 May 1943, a talk on “Islam and National Socialism” highlighted the ideal of order, which was supposedly inherent in both the Qur’an and National Socialist doctrine, along with an allegedly shared unconditional “love of strength.”150 Increasingly prominent were reports about Muslim life under German occupation in other parts of the world, notably the Balkans and the Eastern territories. Berlin declared on 5 August 1942, that German and Italian authorities in Albania were repairing damaged mosques.151 In countless airings, Germany claimed it was protecting Muslims in southeastern Europe against atrocities committed by Serbian Četniks and Communist partisans backed by London and Washington.152 In early 1944, a broadcast detailed a brutal raid on a Muslim village by partisans who had allegedly looted the local mosque and then forced all of the Muslim women into the house of worship with the intention of raping them there—only the German soldiers’ speedy arrival had saved them.153 A few months later, a report affirmed that “Greater Germany” was ready to defend the rights of the Muslims of the Balkans.154 And after the attempt on Hitler’s life on 20 July 1944, the speaker in Zeesen announced: “Balkan Moslems rejoiced at the news of the Fuehrer’s safety after the recent incident.”155 “Thanksgiving prayers were said in Mosques all over the Balkans last Friday” because, it was explained, Hitler was seen by the Muslims as their “saviour from the criminal Bolsheviks.”156 Berlin also boasted of its religious policies in the Eastern Muslim areas, though less frequently. On 13 October 1943, for instance, listeners were told: “The Bolshevists have executed tens of thousands of priests and also many Moslem Ulemas; they have destroyed mosques, confiscated their property and burned their homes. When the German armies conquered the Crimea, they gave the Moslems back their rights and reopened their mosques.”157 The issue of Muslim volunteers in the German armies was, however, more delicate. The dilemma became most obvious on 22 May 1944, when the Arabic program first reported that the Allies were using Muslim soldiers from North Africa on the Italian front as “cannon-fodder,” while a few hours later it praised Muslims fighting under German command in the Balkans.158

Germany’s employment of Islam in its broadcast propaganda for the Arab world went beyond contrasting the friends and the enemies of Islam. Radio Berlin also broadcast a purely religious program, the so-called religious weekly talk (religiöser Wochentalk), which carried political messages only between the lines, if at all. Gerd Rühle explained in an internal note that these airings were first and foremost intended to stimulate interest in the German programs more generally, though he added that the talks also drew on religion to stress the necessity of resistance against foreign rule.159 The “religious weekly talks” usually began by addressing listeners with the exhortation “O Mohammedans!” or “O, servants of God!”—rallying cries that were repeated during each show. The talks were meant to impart moral advice to Muslims, teaching them about ethical questions and religious values. Full of references to the Qur’an, the life of the Prophet, and early Islamic history, they were cast in the rhetorical form of a sermon. Talks on “Piety,” “Truthfulness,” “The Proper Treatment of Servants, Slaves, and Animals,” “Truthfulness and the Strength of Faith,” or “Pilgrimage” advised Muslim listeners to be pious, to return to the traditions of the Prophet, and to follow the idea of the community of the faithful.160 Many of these commentaries implied that Muslims had become weak because they had strayed from the path of Islam. Only religion would help them to become powerful again and to defend themselves against their enemies. In a talk on “munificence” in December 1940, for instance, the speaker claimed that religious values had once made the Islamic empire great but that straying from Islam had led to the “rage of God and his Prophet” and to consequent decline.161 A month later, the announcer of a talk on “Selfishness” expressed the wish for an Islamic revival: “May God help the Mohammedans to act according to the commandments of their religion; may he make them again mighty after the decline, so that they can defeat their enemies.”162 The following month, the presenter exhorted listeners to “wake up!” blaming them for being in a deep sleep, which had led to weakness, the decline of the Islamic empire, and the disintegration of the global umma.163 Another recurring narrative was that the enemies of Islam had deliberately kept Muslims uneducated and superstitious. A talk on “Scholarship and Education” lamented the fact that many Muslims were allegedly not familiar enough with their faith and blamed those who would consciously keep them uneducated in order to suppress and rule them.164 Similarly, a talk on “Renewal and Superstition in Islam” called for a return to the foundations of Islam and the tradition of the Prophet. Modernism and superstition had been spread only by the enemies of Islam. “These have been primarily the Jews,” it was claimed, adding the usual reference to sura 5: “Thou wilt surely find the most hostile of men to the believers are the Jews and the idolaters.”165 Only a few of the scripts of these religious talks have survived the war and are stored today in the German archives—most of the US monitoring scripts do not contain these programs. Yet, officials in Washington were well aware of them: “As usual, one of Berlin’s shows in Arabic was dripping in religious chants, passages from the Qur’an, and sweet, oily language,” an intelligence officer of the Office of War Information sneered in spring 1942.166

Finally, Berlin made extensive use of the events of the religious calendar. Messages broadcast on Islamic holidays merged reflections about religious celebrations with the rhetoric of war. As early as January 1941, the transmitter aired its ‘Id al-Adha wishes with a meditation on the ideal of “sacrifice” in the fight against one’s enemies, a homage to “manliness and heroism,” and the strength of religion as a weapon against foes: “Truly, God is with the faithful.”167 Two days later, the Arabic announcer in Berlin connected his wishes for the ‘Id al-Adha with a speech about his life in the Reich, confronting the “lying reports” of Allied propaganda about the situation in Germany.168 Similarly, the following Islamic New Year (the migration, or hijra, of the Prophet from Mecca to Medina), Berlin’s Arabic service broadcast not only its celebratory wishes but also its hope for victory against the imperial suppressors, invoking a quotation from sura 8: “Help comes only from God” (8:10).169 Two days later it added a sermonlike speech in which it urged believers to be pious and invoked the lessons taught by Muhammad: “Be like your Prophet, namely be men of deed and not of word and take an example in the past so that you are prepared for the future.”170 From the time al-Husayni took up residence in Berlin, these kinds of programs also included his speeches. Thus, on the occasion of the ‘Id al-Adha in December 1942 the Berlin service broadcast not just the usual holiday wishes connected with a call for sacrifice in the battle against Islam’s enemies, but also al-Husayni’s speech on the inauguration of the Islamic Central Institute.171 On 19 March 1943, his lecture at the Islamic Central Institute for the Mawlid al-Nabi celebrations (birthday of the Prophet) was aired—“no Islamic country from the Atlantic to the Far East” had been spared from the “hostile oppressors,” al-Husayni agitated, asserting that “God alone is merciful, and far too just to grant them victory.”172 At the end of Ramadan (‘Id al-Fitr or Uraza Bairam) on 1 October 1943, his address to his “Mohammedan brothers in all parts of the world” was aired. Interspersed with various quotations from the Qur’an, his speech admonished the audience to remain steadfast in their faith and to fight against imperial oppression: “Follow your faith, because it leads to victory!”173 As late as September 1944, the Arabic service of Berlin, in its New Year message, called on believers to pray for the defeat of the Jews and British imperialism.174 One of the more remarkable events in this context was the Mawlid in March 1944, which included a report about the Berlin mosque and was described by a US broadcast monitoring officer as follows:


The announcer said that the celebration this year was different from that of any previous year as it was marked by sadness and regret, as the Mosque has been destroyed by barbaric Allied raids. The Allies care little for the sanctity of religious monuments—they are merely brutes. The Mosque was struck on the 13th February. The announcer then said that a short play would be relayed depicting the events of that memorable day. After a short silence, the Sheikh of the Mosque was heard reciting verses of the Qoran in deep but calm tones. The verses were appeals to God and to Allah to safeguard the lives of Moslems and the prosperity of Islam. In the dim distance planes roared and now and then the sound of a falling bomb and explosion were heard, but throughout the raid the reader went on reciting the verses from the Qoran in the same calm tones. The announcer then appeared on the scene and said that on the day following the raid the Sheikh of the Mosque was standing in the open in the bitter cold. Nevertheless, he was still reciting the Qoran. Again the voice of the Sheikh was heard reciting: ‘God is great, Allah is great!’ and repeating once again more verses from the Qoran in a calm tone. The announcer again came on the scene and said that the Sheikh’s voice is [sic] the voice of truth, telling the Islamic world that the enemies of Islam will [sic] not desist in their endeavours until Islam has crumbled away. The announcer said that amidst such destruction the “Mouled El Nabi” was celebrated. Moslems gathered to wish each other the greetings of the season and then voices from the gathering were heard.175

Overall, Germany’s Islamic broadcast propaganda aimed at North Africa and the Middle East may be divided into two categories (although in practice they were often intertwined in a single propaganda piece): reports on the enemies of Islam and reports on its friends. As in print propaganda, Islam provided a language, metaphors, and imperatives that were used by German propagandists for their political cause. Nazi propaganda employed a heavily religious language, as well as religious concepts and references to sacred texts. Anti-British, anti-Bolshevik, and anti-Jewish agitation was frequently interspersed with quotations from the Qur’an. Occasionally, even nonreligious terms were translated into a religious language, as in the case of the German word for “dive bomber,” “Stuka” (Sturzkampfflugzeug), which was translated into Arabic as an “aircraft that like the eagle of the Prophet flies down from heaven and destroys the enemy on the ground.”176 Moreover, Berlin’s broadcast propaganda in standard Arabic regularly employed pan-Islamic references, for instance, reporting about Islam in the Soviet Union, India, or Germany. At the same time, it suggested the idea of a global Islamic battle waged alongside the Axis.

The content of Radio Berlin’s program in Maghribi Arabic was quite similar to that in standard Arabic, following the same religious-political themes, though having a regional focus on North Africa. The same holds true for the Arabic programs of Radio Athens and Radio Paris-Mondial. Paris-Mondial also reported on Muslims in Axis France. In early 1943, for instance, it sent a documentary, made by its head announcer, the Rif Moroccan Muhammad Bouzid, about Muslim workers on the Atlantic coasts voicing their praise for Hitler.177 Although the German authorities considered the programs in Arabic of first importance in their propaganda in North Africa and the Middle East, they also increased the number of those in Turkish, Persian, and Urdu.

In the Turkish broadcasts, though, only very few attempts were made to exploit Islam.178 When Berlin employed some modestly religiously charged propaganda in the early phase of the war, the Turkish press instantly responded with biting criticism and ridicule, stressing that religion should never be a theme in political propaganda, mocking these attempts as a sign of German indecency, and reminding readers of Wilhelm II’s unsuccessful attempts to exploit Islam a few decades earlier.179 Hitler’s ambassador to Ankara, Franz von Papen, warned that “an appeal to the religious sentiment” was attractive only, “if at all,” to the “lower classes,” though even they would hardly accept religious propaganda from a “cultural center of the Occident.”180 A year later, German officials would nevertheless contemplate the establishment of a pirate station that would attack laicism and the suppression of Islam in Turkey.181 Overall, however, as in debates by German experts before the war, Laicist Turkey remained a special case.

By contrast, Germany’s Persian service—staffed with notorious propagandists such as head announcer Shah-Bahran Shahrukh, political dissident Nezameddin Akhavi, and Davud Monshizadeh, who after the war would found Iran’s Fascist Sumka Party—increasingly drew on religious themes. After the occupation of Iran in the summer of 1941, German propaganda would routinely accuse the Allies of violating religious sites and sentiments in the country. Among the standard propaganda slogans was the claim that “Anglo-Soviet troops” had “defiled mosques in Iran.”182 As the Germans advanced into the southern regions of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1942, nearing the Iranian border, new guidelines were given out, which, in addition to the usual slogans, explicitly instructed propagandists to denounce the British and Soviet “policy of oppression” in “other Mohammedan countries.”183 Radio Berlin accused Washington of pursuing “missionary activity” in Iran, London of not only meddling in “political” but also “religious” matters of the country, and Moscow for its general “hostility toward religion.”184

A particularly popular trope of German propaganda in Iran was Shi‘a messianism. As early as February 1941, Erwin Ettel, then envoy in Tehran, made specific suggestions in this respect. From the Iranian capital he reported that numerous Shi‘a “clergymen” had spoken to the people “from old divinations and dreams, and interpreted them as saying that the Twelfth Imam was sent to the world by Allah in the form of Adolf Hitler.”185 Ettel suggested supporting these developments and trying to “clearly emphasize the fight of Muhammad against the Jews in history and that of the Führer in modern times. Connected by an equation between the British and the Jews, an extremely effective anti-English propaganda would be carried to the Shi‘a Iranian people.” Ettel proposed using the famous Qur’anic verse 5:82 (85) alongside a quotation from Mein Kampf (“Hence today I believe that I am acting in accordance with the will of the Almighty Creator: by defending myself against the Jew, I am fighting for the work of the Lord”) to prove that Muslims and Nazis shared the “same objectives in the fight.” The propaganda officer of the German embassy in Tehran had already collected material about the issue. German propagandists were to take it up in their broadcasts and, in the case of positive feedback, supplement it with pamphlet propaganda. Yet he urged caution, as “crude propaganda” could offend the “deep feelings of the faithful.” Local channels seemed best suited to convey propagandistic messages, and Ettel emphasized in particular the political significance of the clergy in Iran, with its efficient information and propaganda network with hubs in Mashhad and Qum, which German propagandists should try to exploit.186 These views were shared by his colleagues. Assessing German propaganda in Iran, Hans Alexander Winkler, who had been cultural attaché at the German embassy in Tehran before the Allied occupation, wrote in early 1942 that the most promising propaganda themes for Iran were those drawing on the religious beliefs and aspirations of Iranians, particularly the return of the Twelfth Imam.187 Winkler asserted that among both the rural population and the urban intelligentsia, beliefs were expressed connecting the rise of Adolf Hitler to the return of the Mahdi. Even the Shi‘a clergy, according to the diplomat, cultivated these ideas. Given the “disposition of the Iranian towards religious fanaticism,” Winkler saw in such beliefs “strong forces” that German propaganda could employ, ideally connected to anti-Jewish resentment. Apparently German propaganda did indeed present Hitler as a God-sent savior.188 Soon, even the newly installed shah, Muhammad Riza Pahlavi, publicly expressed concern about Axis broadcasts portraying the German dictator as a religious figure and defender of Islam.189

Propaganda targeting the Muslims of British India—an area also covered by the “Orient Office” of Radio Zeesen—was particularly sensitive. Berlin aired three different daily programs to India, including Azad Muslim (Free Muslims) in Urdu. Yet, in 1943, it was broadcasting only fifteen minutes a day. Instead of addressing individual religious groups, the regime’s India propaganda usually blamed England for cultivating religious hatred.190 With Subhas Chandra Bose, Berlin’s main Indian collaborator, officially pursuing a policy of unity among India’s different religious groups, it was almost impossible for Zeesen to preach holy war in its radio programs on the subcontinent. As the war progressed, however, even in the Indian case German propaganda drew increasingly on Islam. One of the more notable examples was a speech by the mufti in Urdu translation on Sunday, 23 August 1942, in which he addressed the Muslims, denouncing London’s hostility toward Islam around the world and calling on them to resist British rule.191 London reacted promptly in its Arabic broadcast, assuring listeners of the steadfast support of the Indian Muslims for the Allies.192 In the following month, the Italian Indian service sent a declaration by the legendary Pashtu rebel leader Mirza Ali Khan, known as the Fakir of Ipi, who fought in Waziristan, approving al-Husayni’s speech and proclaiming that the enemy of the Axis was also the enemy of Islam and India.193 The text of Ali Khan’s statement originated, in fact, not in the mountains of northern Waziristan but in an Italian propaganda office in Rome.194

Even so, the Germans were indeed in contact with Mirza Ali Khan and his followers on the Northwest Frontier, a hotbed of unrest in British India since the nineteenth century.195 In the interwar period, Ali Khan had emerged as the major rebel commander of the area, and, like many of his predecessors, he was not merely a political leader but also a religious dignitary calling for jihad against imperial intrusion. To put down the guerillas and prevent attacks against the imperial infrastructure the British kept a great number of Indian Army contingents in the region. German officials had been studying the Northwest Frontier for some time. A fifty-two-page report on the region, written in 1941, stressed the strategic importance not only of the Sunni majority, “fanatic enemies of the British,” but also of their “religious fanaticism.”196 Around the same time, Berlin began, in cooperation with the Italians, systematically supporting Ali Khan, supplying money, weapons, and ammunition.197 German documents show that supplies were organized through the German mission in Kabul, directed by veteran diplomat Hans Pilger, who employed local couriers. On the British side, intelligence reports reveal imperial concerns about these contacts.198 The reports show that Afghan provincial authorities did indeed try everything to prevent Axis transports from crossing the Durand Line.199 Over the course of the war, the British gradually choked off the flow of the supplies until they stopped altogether in 1942. In autumn 1942, Ali Khan turned to al-Husayni and al-Kilani in a letter, carried by one of his messengers to the German mission in Kabul, affirming that he would continue his fight against the British despite a lack of arms and ammunition.200 For the German public he was the “Freedom Hero of Waziristan.”201

With the exception of the rebels of the Northwest Frontier, most of India’s Muslim population remained calm. The Muslim League, which developed into the biggest Muslim mass organization during the war years, proved loyal to Britain. Its leader, Muhammad Jinnah shrewdly used the situation to push for partition but at all times remained loyal to the British.202 In the Indian provinces, Muslim leaders called for war against the Axis.203 Of course the attitudes of Islamic movements and groups in India cannot be limited to the Muslim League. Some were indeed more hostile to the British rulers, such as the members of the Jam‘iyat al-‘Ulama, an organization of leading Indian ‘ulama, under Maulana Kifayat Ullah, the unofficial mufti of India, who was openly anti-imperialist and repeatedly arrested; German officials even toyed briefly with the idea of establishing direct contact with Kifayat Ullah.204





Muslim Responses to the German Courting of Islam

The reception and the effectiveness of Germany’s broadcast propaganda are difficult to assess. In most parts of North Africa and the Middle East, no elaborate mechanisms to monitor public opinion were in place. Intelligence reports drew no coherent picture. While Allied authorities tended to believe that the population supported their cause, Axis officials tended to believe the opposite—a result of the specific reactions they received from trusted collaborators and of their personal interest in promoting their own propaganda work as a success. Texts from Muslim writers, on the other side, usually represented only a small segment of society. To be sure, overall German propaganda faced many obstacles.

First there were technical problems. While illiteracy posed a serious obstacle to pamphlet propaganda, the reception of broadcasts was limited for a host of reasons. Only few in North Africa and the Middle East owned broadcast receivers. According to a 1941 study by the US Office of War Information, by far the highest number of shortwave radios in the Arab world could be found in Egypt, with 55,000 receivers, while there were only twenty-six registered in Saudi Arabia.205 Of course, many, if not most, of them were in the hands of Europeans. In the major war zone, Cyrenaica, the Muslim population owned virtually no broadcast receivers, according to a front report from Neurath.206 Radios, however, were often available in public places—in bazaar stores, town squares, and coffeehouses—where people gathered. The Germans were well aware of the importance of the radios in these places. When still in Baghdad, Fritz Grobba tried to bribe coffeehouse owners to tune in to Zeesen.207 Nevertheless, broadcast propaganda could never reach an audience on the scale it did in Europe. And even those few with access to radios regularly faced technological problems, most importantly a shortage of electricity and insufficient wavelength capacity. Moreover, as the ruling powers in most areas of the region, the Allies enforced strict censorship—especially in public places—and made extensive efforts to jam German broadcasts.

In terms of content, too, Nazi propaganda faced several major obstacles. First, the often aggressive tone, vulgar language, and violent content of the programs were aimed mainly at uneducated segments of society. Their appeal to the educated elites who in fact owned most of the radios—and even to the audiences in urban coffeehouses—may have been weaker. Contemplating the “violence of the language used in the German broadcast,” Miles Lampson (later Lord Killearn), British ambassador to Egypt, noted: “It is possible that this violence appeals to the more primitive type of listener but it should tend, one may hope, to defeat its purpose among the more cultivated Orientals, whose sense of propriety is strongly developed.”208 One Egyptian diplomat told an English colleague that the horror stories about British troops in Muslim lands—“stories of drunken orgies, rape, killings”—were often so obscene that his wife regularly insisted on turning off the radio as listening to the program made her feel sick.209 Berlin’s airings “provide just the stuff the extremists want to work on fanatical elements” but were “ridiculed in moderate quarters,” the British representative in Syria reported.210 His colleague from a Persian Gulf post observed that the local Muslims found “amusement in the fact that Yunis [sic] Bahri can work himself up into a pitch of excitement at will.”211 Second, German propaganda—both print and broadcast—avoided the thorny question of independence from colonial rule. Respecting the imperial interests of Italy, Vichy France, and Franco’s Spain in North Africa and the Middle East, authorities in Berlin had to accept that their alliances cost them much sympathy among Muslims. Third, the blatant exploitation of religion—the strident piety promoted by German propaganda—offended many believers.212 Fourth, German propaganda faced problems of credibility and authenticity, as even the most naïve listeners were aware that it served profane political interests. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the Germans had no hegemony over public opinion. As the mightiest powers in the region, the Allies organized a massive campaign to counter the propaganda, which will be discussed later.

Overall, German propaganda failed. Uprisings against the Allies in North Africa and the Middle East did not take place. Moreover, desertions of Muslim soldiers from the enemies’ ranks remained marginal.213 With no weapons or practical help and under strict Allied control, even for those who were receptive to German calls for holy war, a revolt, or even major acts of sabotage seemed impracticable. Research on the reception of Nazism in different parts of North Africa and the Middle East suggests that its impact should not be overestimated.214 On the whole, opinions expressed in the public sphere were quite diverse—reflecting the heterogeneity of the societies in the region—ranging from fascination and sympathy to concern and contempt. Yet, whatever their views, the vast majority showed no reaction to Berlin’s calls for religious violence and revolt. It is, moreover, striking that the Islamic slogans of Germany’s propaganda also had little resonance in religious circles and among the leading ‘ulama—as a broad-sketch view quickly reveals.

Among the listeners of Radio Berlin in Iran is said to have been the young mullah Ruhollah Musavi, in the holy city of Qum.215 Every evening, Musavi, who had a radio set built by the British manufacturer Pye, apparently hosted numerous mullahs and seminary students who came to his house to listen to Zeesen’s Persian service. Mullah Musavi, who later became known to the world as Ayatollah Khomeini, seemed little impressed by the German program. In 1942 he published the tract Kashf al-Asrar (The Revealing of Secrets), his first political statement, in which he not only agitated against the antireligious polemics of the Pahlavi state and called for rule on the principles of Islam but also raged against oppressive regimes more generally, denouncing the “Hitlerite ideology” (maram-i Hitleri) as “the most poisonous and heinous product of the human mind.”216 Some other younger clerics had more pro-German leanings, most famously the ardent anti-imperialist Ayatollah Abu al-Qasem Kashani, whose father, the late Ayatollah Mostafa Kashani, had died fighting British troops in southern Iraq during the jihad of the First World War, and who, in 1943, was arrested for pro-German activities by British authorities.217 The conservative clerical establishment in Iran, however, abstained from politics, resigned to their seminaries.218 Prominent clerics such as Ayatollah Muhammad Husayn Burujirdi, who shortly after the war emerged as the sole marja‘-i taqlid, the highest religious authority in Shi‘a Islam, preached political quietism.219 Outside Iran, too, Shi‘a authorities remained cautious. The Shi‘a ‘ulama of Najaf and Karbala was not, unlike during the First World War, united behind Germany.220 In early 1940, Amin al-Husayni, then in Baghdad, tried to persuade some of the Shi‘a leaders of southern Iraq to endorse his jihad, approaching the senior clerics ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jaza’iri and Muhammad Kashif al-Ghita, who had both played prominent roles in Iraqi politics during the interwar years.221 While al-Jaza’iri gave short shrift to the Palestinian mufti, Kashif al-Ghita was more receptive, issuing a fatwa with a call for holy war against the British Empire, which was also announced by Yunus Bahri on Radio Berlin on 13 February 1940—though with little effect.222 No major Shi‘a uprising broke out during the war. The Germans had little more impressive to record than some graffiti: in early 1942 a German diplomat reported that in both Beirut and Damascus the slogan “Hitler, the successor of ‘Ali” had appeared on the walls, scrawled by Shi‘a rebels or possibly by German agents.223

In the Mashriq, German propaganda received a mixed reception. On the fringes of the Arab world, in the Persian Gulf region, Muhammad al-Qasimi, who would later become amir of Sharjah of the United Arab Emirates, recalled the propaganda war in his memoirs: “The news from the German radio station, with the sharp tongue of the Iraqi broadcaster Yunus Bahri, would infuriate the supporters of the Allies, just as the news coming from the BBC Middle East Service through the voice of the Syrian Munir Shamma angered the supporters of the Axis. From the windows overlooking the fort’s front square we children watched the fighting between the two sides.”224 According to al-Qasimi, wartime propaganda divided the listeners: “Half of the people supported the Allies and half supported the Axis powers.” This diversity of opinion prevailed in many parts of the region. Prominent ‘ulama and religious authorities, however, in most cases remained silent, with only a few notable exceptions. After the 1941 invasion of the Vichy Levant, for instance, the powerful mufti of Lebanon, Shaykh Muhammad Tawfiq Khalid, openly sided with the Allies.225

Closer to the North African front line, in Egypt, the attitude of the population was similarly mixed. Anwar al-Sadat, then a young officer in wartime Cairo, later claimed that there were strong pro-German sentiments among the population: “The general feeling in Egypt was against the British and, naturally, in favor of their enemies,” he recalled, adding: “They demonstrated in the streets, chanting slogans like ‘Advance Rommel!’ as they saw in a British defeat the only way of getting their enemy out of the country.”226 Al-Sadat was part of the revolutionary “Free Officers” group, which—in the name of the people—sought armed revolt during the war and even collaborated with German agents, an entanglement that, in the summer of 1942, eventually led to his arrest. British reports give a more nuanced assessment of the local mood, suggesting that political attitudes were not static but continuously changing during the war years. Miles Lampson cabled from Cairo that Rommel’s first offensive in Cyrenaica in spring 1941 had “thoroughly frightened the Egyptian public.”227 Even German propagandists were aware of the lack of pro-German sympathies in the country at that time.228 During the second offensive the following year, however—coinciding with the Anglo-Egyptian government crisis of 4 February 1942, and the great anti-British student protests—the situation was different. Demonstrations in the streets of Cairo were often accompanied by pro-German chants—as later recalled by al-Sadat.229 Horrified, Lampson noted the “Long live Rommel” slogans, while the German officials excitedly reported “Heil Rommel” cries in Cairo.230 Yet, as Rommel advanced further in the summer of 1942 and actually crossed the Egyptian border, suddenly posing a real threat, the mood changed again. Lampson now observed a “lack of hostility among [the] Egyptian population.”231 “Some elements who, out of anti-British feeling, were enthusiastic about the Germans at a distance, seem seriously alarmed now that the German menace is so much nearer,” he cabled to Whitehall.232 Once the German advance was stopped, he reiterated that the “rapid Axis advance eastward” had “given the country a throughout fright,” though “the attitude of the Egyptians, particularly the Moslems,” had been “remarkably good and calm.”233 Similarly, at the height of the Battle of al-‘Alamayn, he summarized: “Appearance of the enemy at the doors of Egypt has caused a very general realization of the unpleasantness of an Axis occupation, even amongst elements hitherto notoriously anti-British. Result has been a considerable turn of feeling in our favour.”234 And the British advance that followed Montgomery’s victory was also, according to Lampson, welcomed by the majority in Egypt: “Our occupation of Tripoli has caused general delight as definitely relieving Egypt of invasion bugbear,” he cabled in early 1943.235

Germany’s call for jihad also had, on the whole, little resonance among the country’s religious groups and organizations. The Islamic establishment mainly refrained from making political statements. Shaykh ‘Abd al-Majid Salim, the influential mufti of Egypt during the war years, was one of the country’s main proponents of political neutrality.236 His even more powerful rival, Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi, the reformist rector of al-Azhar, the heart of the traditional ‘ulama, followed a similar line. A student of Muhammad ‘Abduh, al-Maraghi had served as chief qadi of the Sudan and president of the Supreme Shari‘a Court in Cairo and enjoyed close ties to the court.237 A British report of 1941 described him as in “a class by himself among Egyptian divines.”238 Although vigorously pleading for the neutrality of the Islamic world in the war, al-Maraghi had usually been a loyal partner of the British Empire. The Daily Telegraph even celebrated him as one of the Crown’s most trusted allies: “It is not true, as ignorance might suppose, that anti-British feeling flourishes most in conservative Islamic circles,” it explained, referring to al-Maraghi as “one of Egypt’s clearest heads and most vigorous characters,” who was with the British empire “on most issues.”239 The political activities of Azhari students—many of whom were more radical and pro-German in their views than their rector—were closely controlled by the authorities.

And yet, while the traditional ‘ulama remained quiet, popular Islamic revivalist movements like the Muslim Brotherhood, with their fervent hostility to British imperialism, were more receptive to advances from their enemy’s enemies.240 In the 1930s, the German legation in Cairo had even supported the organization financially.241 Now, during the war, certain factions of the Muslim Brotherhood, which had become Egypt’s biggest Islamic organization, expressed some sympathy for the Axis. Egyptian police reports reveal that some of its followers even distributed subversive pro-Axis pamphlets as Rommel’s troops marched on Cairo.242 “The Ikhwan were naturally excited by the advance of the enemy to Al-‘Alamein, and some pro-German speeches were made,” a British military intelligence report stated.243 Alarmed, the authorities kept the group under firm control. Its papers were temporarily banned, a number of its branches closed, its meetings placed under surveillance, and several of its provincial leaders arrested. Hasan al-Banna’s house was raided by security forces looking for revolutionary pamphlets, and he and his right-hand man, Ahmad al-Sukkari, were even briefly taken into custody. In the end, al-Banna openly pledged his loyalty to the ruling authorities.244 Fearful of Islamic unrest, the British remained cautious nonetheless. As late as 1944, long after the defeat of the Germans in North Africa, an intelligence report described the organization as “a potential danger that cannot be discounted.”245

In the Maghrib, German calls for religious revolt were also met with reservations. On the major battlefield, the desert wastes of Cyrenaica, Konstantin von Neurath observed a mixture of attitudes among the Muslim population, ranging from friendliness to outright hostility.246 Having suffered under ruthless Italian subjugation, most Muslims in the area were opposed to Mussolini and his German ally.247 Religious movements were often the spearhead of this anticolonial opposition, most importantly of course the Islamic Sanusi order, the strongest religious and political force in the region. Having fought on the German side during the First World War, the Sanusis had now changed sides. Its leader, Muhammad Idris al-Sanusi, who had succeeded his older cousin Ahmad al-Sharif al-Sanusi after the defeat in First World War, now, from Egyptian exile, called on his followers to take up arms on the side of the Allies.248 Sanusi warriors even fought alongside the British army against the Axis, seeking a Sanusi amirate in the postwar order. Once Rommel’s troops were ousted and Italian rule was crushed, the Sanusi network of zawiyas was reestablished in many areas of Cyrenaica, forming new religious and administrative centers. In liberated Tripolitania, too, the influential religious establishment quickly sided with the Allies. In early 1943, the mufti of Tripoli made a public statement praising Churchill and Great Britain.249 Across the North African war zone few seem to have accepted the Germans as liberators of Islam.

Berlin’s calls for religious violence against Jews also generated mixed responses from Muslims in North Africa and the Middle East. To be sure, the war years saw a rise in anti-Zionist, and indeed anti-Jewish, resentment across the region, and German propaganda nurtured it. On the local level, however, relationships between Jewish and Muslim communities were often complex—depending on specific social and political conditions—and cannot easily be generalized. There were no major anti-Jewish riots during the war. The most significant anti-Jewish outburst was the pogrom in Iraq, known as farhud, when, after the failed al-Kilani coup in 1941, a Muslim mob attacked Jewish houses and shops, murdering 179.250 German troops in the North African war zone did not have enough time to systematically organize the extermination of the Jewish population. Italian and Vichy authorities did, however, adopt various anti-Jewish policies.251 The reactions of the Muslim population to these measures were diverse, ranging from collaboration and profiteering to indifference and, in some cases, empathy. There were also some cases of Muslim solidarity with their Jewish neighbors. Troubled by the Vichy government’s anti-Jewish laws, Sultan Muhammad V of Morocco famously supported his Jewish subjects.252 He also refused to consider Jewish converts to Islam (though insignificant in number) as Jewish—confronting racial definitions of Jewishness. In Algeria, too, parts of the Islamic establishment showed open solidarity with the Jewish population.253 The eminent Islamic dignitary Shaykh Tayyib al-‘Uqbi even issued appeals banning attacks on Jews. In Tunisia, the beys showed some solidarity with their Jewish minority.254 In Libya, Muslims did not attack their Jewish neighbors during the war.255 In Egypt, the Muslim population also refrained from engaging in any major acts of anti-Jewish violence before 1945, although the war years did see a massive rise in anti-Zionist agitation, with at times outright anti-Jewish overtones.256

Overall, it is hard to reach definitive conclusions about the reception of German religious propaganda in the region. But the snapshots suggest that it was far less successful than officials in Berlin had hoped. Future research will have to refine this picture, taking different local conditions more thoroughly into account.

It is also noteworthy that, as soldiers, Muslims from North Africa, the wider Middle East, and beyond massively contributed to the Allied war effort. Many thousands of Muslims fought under British command.257 Indeed, they constituted the largest religious group of the British Indian Army, which grew to more than 2 million men and formed the biggest volunteer force of the war. Across the Islamic world, Muslims served the empire. In Palestine, about 9,000 Muslims were recruited into units of the British army—with the help of al-Husayni’s arch rival, Fakhri al-Nashashibi. Muslims also loyally served under British command in the legendary Arab Legion of Transjordan, which was employed in different parts of the Middle East. In North Africa, Libyan Sanusi fighters were mobilized into the Sanusi Arab Force (later Libyan Arab Force). At the same time, thousands of Muslims fought in the ranks of the Free French Forces (Forces françaises libres). From French North Africa alone no fewer than 233,000 men enlisted to fight against Nazi Germany—134,000 Algerians, 73,000 Moroccans and 26,000 Tunisians—eventually liberating Europe.258

Still, the Allies took Germany’s propaganda very seriously. “In view of Egypt’s position in the Mohammedan world there is no telling how wide might be the repercussions of any unrest starting in the Valley of the Nile,” Foreign Affairs warned in July 1941.259 British, American, and Free French propagandists tried to respond to German propaganda with their own Islamic programs, entering into a propaganda war about the political meaning of Islam in the conflict.





Allied Responses to the German Courting of Islam

Shortly after the landing of Rommel’s troops in North Africa, the Frankfurter Zeitung lamented that London was trying with “great effort” to turn the Islamic world against Nazi Germany, accusing “British propaganda” of using the Qur’an to prove “an ideological affinity between Islam and democracy.”260 In fact, debates at Whitehall about the political and propagandistic role of Islam had already started, on the eve of the war.261 Using the same methods as the Germans, British propagandists drew extensively on the authority of Islam to promote their political messages.

London ran or controlled some of the most powerful radio stations in the region.262 The BBC Arabic shortwave service in Daventry had reacted promptly to Zeesen’s Qur’an references and recitations. Stewart Perowne, an official responsible for the station’s Arabic program, reported on the eve of the war: “On the evening of the opening of the Berlin broadcasts, as soon as I had heard the first programme, I took steps to increase the number of our Koran recordings.”263 Utilizing the capacities of their global empire, British officials were in a position to hire some of the world’s finest reciters. They made particular use of the celebrated reciters of the London-controlled Egyptian State Broadcast.264 Over the course of the war Qur’an recitations were stepped up and eventually also delivered at the beginning of the station’s Arabic news bulletin. Islam also regularly featured prominently in the program itself.

At the same time, British propagandists flooded North Africa with pamphlets, here, too, employing Islam for political purposes.265 Attacks on the Nazi regime regularly included an accusation of atheism. A pamphlet distributed in 1941 warned Muslims of the “Godless” Germans who sought to “destroy religion in the world,” as it was “the one pillar which will stand against their tyranny.”266 “On the orders of Hitler,” it claimed, “German aeroplanes will from now on bomb mosques, zawiyas, tombs of saints, and other shrines.” Drawing on sacred scripture, the pamphlet also included a reference to verse 114 (108) of sura 2, concerning Allah’s punishment of those who strive to destroy Islamic places of worship. Other pamphlets accused German propagandists of exploiting religion. Attacking the use of Islam in Nazi propaganda, one leaflet distributed in 1941 blamed Berlin for “profaning the Muslim religion” in order to “deceive” the pious.267 Quoting passages from the hadith on the subject of truth, it condemned all sorts of lies spread by Nazi propaganda. A similar pamphlet was spread the following year, featuring a photograph of Goebbels.268 Another leaflet set quotations from the Qur’an denouncing adultery next to Nazi slogans encouraging Germans to produce offspring by any possible means.269 “This type of propaganda is always good down here where the Mohammedan religion is taken seriously,” an official in London internally commented on the text.270 Most of these pamphlets nicknamed Hitler a khanzir, “pig,” with obvious religious connotations.

Furthermore, London produced pamphlets portraying Great Britain as the defender of Islam and religion in general. A leaflet distributed in 1941 explained that one reason that Great Britain would be victorious was that “the British believe in God and God’s commands” and therefore “cannot be defeated by an enemy such as Hitler who knows no God and no religion.”271 The following year the British spread a brochure in the North African war zone that showed the hamsa and below it the Arabic letter “nun” (victory sign) inscribed with the words: “Britain’s victory is certain.”272 Like their German counterparts, London’s propagandists also made use of the religious calendar by selecting specific Islamic holidays to distribute pamphlets that mixed political messages with felicitations on the religious occasion. At the beginning of the month of Ramadan in 1941, the British circulated postcards wishing the people an “exalted, blessed and happy month of Ramadan” in the name of “the people of England and her allies.”273 A 1942 Ramadan pamphlet, richly illustrated and adorned with quotations from the Qur’an, proclaimed to the faithful: “On the occasion of the glorious month of Ramadan the champions of freedom and brotherhood amongst men in the British Nations and the Americas wish their Moslem friends a blessed peace and a fortunate Id el Fitr.”274 The most important occasion of the Islamic calendar for British propaganda, however, was the annual pilgrimage. Indeed, London made every effort to facilitate the hajj during the war years and eagerly advertised these measures propagandistically.275 In late 1941, at the end of the hajj season, officials distributed an Arabic postcard that praised British efforts to enable Muslims of the empire to travel safely to the Hijaz and to protect them from Hitler’s aggressions.276 The following season, a pamphlet assured believers that even in times of war the empire was prepared to provide pilgrims with ships and protection for their journey to Mecca: “In view of the friendship and the support given her by the Moslem peoples throughout the world, Britain regards it as her honourable privilege to play her part in enabling the pious haji to reach the shores of their holy land.”277 Visualizing British bonds with Islam, it featured colorful images of the Woking Mosque near London, a carpet showing the Ka‘ba, and a vessel carrying pilgrims. In the same year, loyal leaders from the Islamic world were presented with an elaborate hajj brochure containing glossy illustrations and Qur’anic verses.278 Finally, some pamphlets distributed by London’s emissaries in North Africa would go so far as to interpret the war in the Maghrib as part of a wider struggle of the Islamic world against the Axis. One propaganda leaflet even praised “Chinese Moslem warriors,” who, under Chiang Kai-shek, were fighting the Axis in Asia.279

Apart from these pamphlets, London produced a number of war journals in Arabic, among them News of the Week (Akhbar al-‘Usbua), War News (Akhbar al-Harb), and the Arab Listener (al-Mustami al-‘Arabi), all featuring Islamic issues. The first issue of Akhbar al-‘Usbua (1 May 1942) even proclaimed that the time was not far away when the Muslims would declare jihad against the Axis dictatorships and their allies.280 Al-Mustami al-‘Arabi included articles on subjects like the discrepancies between National Socialism and Islam or the alleged Nazi suppression of the Muslims of Poland.281 The Germans monitored all of these activities with apprehension. Among the British propaganda material assessed in Berlin were the illustrated hajj pamphlet of 1942, the hamsa brochure, and a pamphlet on Abdullah of Jordan, who was promoted as a descendent of the Prophet—thus, as in the First World War, the British capitalized on their Hashemite allies’ sacred genealogy—and featured the slogan “Britain’s victory is certain—insha’Allah.”282

Berlin’s Muslim allies were usually ignored in British propaganda—particularly Amin al-Husayni. Harold MacMichael, high commissioner of Palestine, had from the beginning advised refraining from direct attacks.283 The “only sound course is to avoid any mention of Haj Amin,” he suggested, since “attacks on Haj Amin by us merely serve to enhance his reputation.”284 As all assaults on the renegade cleric were eagerly taken up by Berlin for counterattacks, their only effect would be to create the impression that he was an important authority in the world of Islam. “My feeling still is that, except possibly for an occasional disdainful reference to him in passing, it is the best to leave him alone,” MacMichael wrote at the height of the North African campaign.285 Mandate authorities had stripped al-Husayni of his worldly offices but decided not to deprive him of his title of “grand mufti,” anxious to avoid the impression of British interference in matters considered religious by Muslims.286

London employed its own religious figures to oppose German propaganda. Most important in the North African war zone were the leaders of the Sanusi brotherhood, especially, but not exclusively, Muhammad Idris al-Sanusi himself. On 19 December 1942, the British army even organized a grand ‘Id al-Adha spectacle in the Cyrenaican port city of Benghazi to celebrate the religious holiday with Sanusi troops.287 Present was the Sanusi commander Rida al-Mahdi al-Sanusi. In Cairo and Alexandria, the British set up a volunteer propagandist organization that consisted of religious leaders, all graduates of al-Azhar.288 Across the empire, British authorities encouraged Islamic leaders to call the pious to support the war effort. In 1940, Lord Linlithgow even suggested a “Pan-Islamic Conference” to demonstrate that the “Axis expansion in Mohammedan regions” was “against the interests of Islam,” although the plan was blocked by officials in Whitehall, fearing that such a gathering could too easily turn into “an anti-British affair.”289

Finally, Washington made similar propaganda efforts. When Anglo-American troops landed in Algeria and Morocco to launch Operation Torch, agents of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) dropped religious pamphlets, addressing the people in Arabic (“Praise be unto the only God. In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful, O ye Moslems”) and informing them that “the American Holy Warriors have arrived … to fight the great Jihad of Freedom.”290 The pamphlet was written by two US secret agents, Carlton Coon and Gordon H. Brown, both of the OSS and working in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco. It was created at the request of the chief of the OSS, Major General William J. Donovan. Coon later recounted that when they had written the text in English, they gave it to a local Arab who began to read it aloud in the manner of a holy man reading the Qur’an. Struck by the lyricism that crept into the text as he declaimed, they decided to use not their own version but a revision based on the Arab’s rendition. It was signed “Roosevelt.” US propaganda broadcasts also employed religion. During Ramadan 1943, the Voice of America in Arabic broadcast a speech by a Muslim scholar from the United States who asserted that there were several mosques in Detroit, one in Brooklyn, and also one in Chicago.291 A month later, a report by the Office of War Information noted: “We now have religious programs on the principal Moslem holidays.”292 It also said: “We feel that having Koran readings every Friday is probably too often” as the “Germans have used the device of Koran readings so frequently that it has become something of an earmark of the Axis type of propaganda.” Yet, by 1944, Washington was broadcasting Qur’an readings several times a day.293

Alongside religion, Allied propagandists also found it convenient to emphasize Nazi Germany’s racist ideology, its racist beliefs about the inferiority of other peoples, especially those outside Europe, and its conception of Arabs as “Semites.”294 The French had used this approach from the outset.

French authorities, who from the beginning monitored German efforts to exploit Islam, organized various countermeasures.295 On the eve of the war, they distributed the anti-German brochure Le racisme et l’Islam in the Maghrib, which emphasized the incompatibility of Islam and National Socialism.296 High-ranking French imperial officials attended religious celebrations in early 1940, promoting the Third Republic as the protector of Islam and denouncing Berlin’s Islamic propaganda as doomed, just as it had been in 1914.297 Free French authorities later continued these policies. As Vichy authorities were ousted from North Africa, Charles de Gaulle declared in a broadcast that “France is and will remain the sincere and tested friend of the Muslims.”298 Even Moscow’s propaganda in North Africa and the Middle East drew on Islam, using broadcasts and pamphlets and sending trusted Islamic dignitaries to the region to promote Stalin as a friend of the faithful.299

The Germans tried their best to discredit this propaganda. In July 1942, Berlin’s standard Arabic broadcast service denounced the opening of the London mosque at Regent’s Park as cheap propaganda and a result of the “British intent to fool the Moslem people,” asserting that the “Moslems [will] never forget their humiliation” by the British Empire.300 On a religious show broadcast by the BBC, Zeesen saw blatant heresy. “The British mock your Qoran,” Radio Berlin announced.301 “Will you allow it to become a subject of their mockery?” The BBC was called “an infidel station.” London had “for long years” profaned “the sanctity of the traditions of Islam,” the speaker proclaimed. “The British will never deviate from their policy which they set down long ago and by which they hope to crush Islam.” With some frustration, Zeesen called on its Arab listeners:


We wonder where those persons are who pretend to defend Islam. Where are the Ulemas and sheikhs? Where are those who demonstrated in the streets of Aleppo and Damascus in defence of their religion? Where, indeed are those martyrs of Cairo? Where are the brave men in Baghdad? Where are the heroes of Damascus, who all claimed to be the defenders of their religion, their traditions and their Qoran?302




German Soldiers and Islam in the North African War Zones

Germany’s attempts to employ religion for its war efforts in North Africa were largely limited to pamphlet and broadcast propaganda. Immediate interference with the religious life of the local population, as in the Eastern territories or to some extent in the Balkans, rarely took place, as Germany never properly occupied areas of North Africa. Officially, Berlin acknowledged the primacy of Italian, Vichy, and Spanish interests in the region and regarded its own presence there as strictly military. Mussolini continued to rule Libya. Tunisia remained under a Vichy administration, namely, under the executive of the résident général, Jean-Pierre Estéva, and, nominally, the bey of Tunis. Only near the end of the campaign, in November 1942, when the German-Italian forces retreated to Tunisia, did the Germans take over parts of the administration in the country—simultaneously with Hitler’s occupation of the rest of France—though the German command depended on the French administration.303 Between autumn 1942 and spring 1943, roughly the period of German military rule over Muslim mountaineers in the Caucasus, around 2.5 million Tunisian Muslims lived under Nazi occupation, although the Germans were clustered in Tunis, then a city of roughly 400,000.

Despite its minimal administrative involvement with local Muslims, the Wehrmacht was in daily contact with the coastal population of North Africa between early 1941 and early 1943, in Tunisia, Libya, and, briefly, western Egypt (Figures 3.5, 3.6, and 3.7). The army command made significant efforts to avoid alienating Muslims. After all, German propaganda for North Africa and the Middle East promoted a clear image of the Third Reich as a friend of Islam, and the army was eager to preserve this image on the ground. Convinced of the strategic importance of religion, the Wehrmacht command tried to train soldiers to respect the religious sentiments of the Muslim population.
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3.5  German officers and local leaders, Cyrenaica, September 1942 (Ullstein).


[image: image]

3.6  Soldiers of the Africa Corps, Siwa Oasis (Western Egypt), 1942 (Ullstein).
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3.7  A young Muslim and a German, Libya, 1942 (Ullstein).


As early as 1941, the High Command of the Wehrmacht distributed the sixty-four-page military handbook Der Islam among troops fighting in North Africa to train them to behave correctly toward Muslims (Figure 3.8). The booklet was intended not only to introduce soldiers to practical dos and don’ts when interacting with Muslims in the field but also to give them a concise overview of the history and traditions of Islamic culture.304 The declared aim of the brochure was to prevent the sorts of behavior Muslims perceived as insulting or offensive. It warned that the German soldiers’ lack of knowledge or their misconceptions about Islam could get them into an “unpleasant, obstructive, under certain circumstances even dangerous situation.”305 To prevent religious unrest, the brochure aimed to help Wehrmacht soldiers understand the “thinking and doing of a devout Muslim.”306 Often speaking of the “Muslim” in the singular, the brochure promised to be a tool to decode the Muslim psyche.

The main part of the booklet gave a concise overview of Islamic history and informed its readers of basic Muslim teachings and schools, rites, celebrations, and customs. “The knowledge of the religious foundations of the life of Islamic peoples,” it explained, would “prevent … mistakes.”307 It concluded with nineteen general guidelines that soldiers were advised to follow on the ground.308 The recurring principle was respect for Muslims: by showing the wrong attitude toward Muslims, the text instructed, “every possibility for communication and sympathetic cooperation is at risk from the outset, and sometimes made impossible.”309 Conversely, it was made clear that there was “no better key to the psyche of the Muslim than when he feels that one knows his faith and pays respect to it.”310 Consequently, the brochure appealed to the German soldier to show “unreserved respect” for Islam.311
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3.8  Der Islam, Tornisterschrift des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht (Ernst Rodenwaldt), 1941 (BA–MA).


The list of practical instructions included pragmatic advice. “If you wish to have a conversation with a Muslim about Islam, assume equality between your and his religion,” soldiers were told, ignoring the realities of German supremacist propaganda.312 The men were given concrete examples of how to employ religion to their advantage. A Mecca pilgrim was deemed to be of particular tactical value. “Approach those persons who have made the pilgrimage to Mecca, hajjis, with respect.”313 They were to be recognized through their physical attributes: “Mostly, they are distinguishable through the wearing of a turban, a beard, and a white garment.”314 There were even instructions about how to make friends with the hajjis: “Conversation with a hajji, a chat about his experiences during the pilgrimage awakens in him the proudest experience of his life and convinces him that the stranger also appreciates the distinction of his status.”315 When encountering Muslim beggars, on the other hand, soldiers were advised that they could give them money. “Give beggars small alms in small denominations with a friendly mien. Never reject them in a surly manner. If you don’t have coins with you, or if you don’t want to give anything, say pleasantly in the local language: ‘Allah will provide.’ ”316 Soldiers were advised to use religious language also on other occasions: “If you organize an appointment with a Muslim for the future, add to the arrangement the word ‘Insha’Allah,’ ‘God willing’; for example: ‘We will meet tomorrow at 2 o’clock … Insha’Allah!’ ”317

Particular attention was paid to sacred places—mosques, shrines, and cemeteries—that soldiers encountered across North Africa.318 Houses of worship, the booklet advised, were to be treated with great caution, even in a combat situation. “Never enter a mosque unless you are invited to visit it, or if the guard of the sanctuary shows you his approval to let you in. At any sign of rejection, refrain. Never try, though, on Friday or during the hour of the noon prayer to enter a mosque.”319 Military necessities and religious respect could, at times, conflict: “If the visit to a mosque is tied to any preconditions, such as the laying down of arms and removal of shoes, your self-respect demands that you refrain from the visit.”320 The booklet similarly sought to balance sensitivity about religious sites with military necessity: “If at all possible, avoid constructing defense sites that might destroy a Muslim tomb. Tombs count as sacrosanct.”321

Moreover, soldiers were trained to respect religious rituals, most importantly Muslim prayers. “Respect it if a Muslim, according to his custom, performs his prayer in public. Don’t observe him curiously during what is for him a holy act. Do not disturb him. Do not try under any circumstances to take a photograph of him during prayer.”322 Soldiers were also cautioned about Islamic dietary requirements. It was explained that it was “wrong and tactless” to offer alcohol to a Muslim.323 “Never oblige a person to eat food or drink drinks that are forbidden to him by law (pork, wine). Do not cheat him either under any circumstances regarding the nature of the food which you offer him.”324 Soldiers also learned that Muslims are, like Jews, circumcised (khitan). “In a Muslim country, it is considered an honor to be invited by a family to take part in the circumcision celebration of one of their children.” Any such invitation would make it clear that they saw in him a “friend of Islam.”325

Finally, soldiers were particularly cautioned about (perceived) Muslim gender roles. “In a Muslim town, no matter how many curious girls’ and women’s eyes look down from the grilled windows to the street, it is enormously tactless to greet them or wave up.… It is forbidden to address a Muslim woman or girl on the street or in a shop, even though she might lift her veil.”326 Points 13 to 15 of the instructions regulated gender interaction in detail. Even in military situations, soldiers had to adapt their practices: “If you have to gather information at a Muslim house, ring or knock, then turn your back to the door, in order that you do not see the woman who might be answering”; “Never ask a Muslim about his wife or other adult members of the family.”327

In general, the booklet was based on the assumption that Muslims were governed by a coherent system of religious beliefs and practices that could be learned and practically used. Remarkably, its author, Ernst Rodenwaldt, was not an Islam expert but a medical specialist in malaria and the head of the tropical medicine institute at the Military Medical Academy in Berlin.328 He was later responsible for infecting the Pontine marshes with malaria in 1943, causing, in all probability, 100,000 Italians to contract the disease and an unknown number to die of it. Rodenwaldt based his booklet on studies from the imperial age, the works of the German Orientalists Martin Hartmann (Der Islam, 1909) and Traugott Mann (Der Islam einst und jetzt, 1914), the Dutch Islam experts Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (Mekka, 1888–1889) and Theodoor Willem Jan Juynboll (Handbuch des islamischen Gesetzes, 1910), and, finally, the (Jewish) Habsburg Orientalist Ignaz Goldziher (Mohammedanische Studien, 1889–1890).329 The brochure thus drew on a tradition of Islam studies that had served to provide a resource for colonial officers. Rodenwaldt himself had had some experience with the imperial politics of Islam, having served in the Ottoman Empire during the First World War and later worked in the Dutch East Indies.

The German army distributed similar booklets about other issues to inform the troops about local conditions; one, for instance, was designed for Tunis alone.330 Another, titled Muhammad and Islam (Muhammed und der Islam), was given out to train pilots posted in North Africa.331 Moreover, troops were frequently instructed by leaflets and by articles published in Die Oase, the Wehrmacht’s official field paper, and later, in Die Karawane, the paper for the troops in Tunisia.332 Whether German soldiers were actually willing to carry leaflets, journals, and booklets with them through the heat of the Sahara remains open to speculation, but the efforts that army authorities made to distribute such instructions and pocket manuals show that they believed Islam to be militarily significant. A US report acknowledged German success in the Wehrmacht’s training: “German soldiers were taught many of the points of Arab courtesy and were under strict orders to avoid offending the Arab population.”333

In contrast, German propagandists were eager to make use of the apparent bewilderment of the local Muslim population at the behavior of US troops. In late 1942, Grobba’s “Arab committee” suggested propagandistically exploiting the GIs’ alleged misconduct.334 Around the same time, the propaganda unit for Tunis was instructed to “especially emphasize” the “disrespect for the customs and conventions of the Mohammedans by the Americans,” suggesting the slogan: “They are the allies of godless Bolshevism, which in other Mohammedan countries and in the Soviet Union persecutes the believers and pulls down mosques. The Axis powers, on the other hand, respect religion. Therefore, all Arab countries pray for their victory.”335 Evaluating a survey of attitudes among its troops, US military intelligence noted, in summer 1943, that the “American soldier definitely looks down on the Arab,” cautioning: “We have definitely to respect the Moslem places of religion and the practice of Mohammedanism.”336 In fact, the US War Department had handed out an Islam manual, too, designed to instruct GIs in North Africa in the customs of Islam.337

As the Muslim population in Libya and western Egypt never stood under direct German administration, Wehrmacht officers only sporadically dealt directly with religious affairs. In some cases they consulted with the shaykhs of the local Sufi orders, whom they deemed politically influential in the frontline areas.338 In Tunisia, where the Germans became more closely involved with the Muslim population (Figures 3.9 and 3.10), they tried to maintain good relations with the urban ‘ulama and other religious dignitaries. Some of them were even employed as propagandists, among them religious scholars of the grand Zaytuna Mosque and University in Tunis.339 A number of collaborating Islamic dignitaries were later evacuated along with the Wehrmacht troops. In late 1942, officials in Berlin even discussed sending the mufti of Jerusalem on a propaganda tour to Tunisia, but, due to the unstable military situation, these plans were eventually abandoned.340

German attempts to employ religion on the ground in Tunisia became most obvious during Islamic celebrations. The occupation of Tunis coincided with the ‘Id al-Adha—or ‘Id al-Kabir, as it was also called in the Maghrib—on 19 December 1942, the same day the British organized their celebration in Benghazi. Naturally, the Germans, too, did not miss the opportunity to exploit and politicize the day. In the late afternoon, Hans-Jürgen von Arnim and Rudolf Rahn paid an official visit to the bey of Tunis, Muhammad VII al-Munsif, to show their respect for Islam. Their motorcade of four large cars drove “at the solemn speed of 25 kilometers per hour,” as Rahn reported, along the main road, the Avenue de Paris, before leaving Tunis in the direction of the coastal town Hamman Lif, where the Husainid ruler resided.341 In front of the Winter Palace, hundreds of cheering people saluted the convoy. The bey’s guard extended them an honorary welcome. In their conversations with the bey, the Germans promised that the next ‘Id al-Adha would take place in times of peace. Arnim emphasized that he was trying to keep the war as far away from the population as possible. More important than these consultations, though, was the public display of German respect for Islam. Enthusiastically Rahn telegraphed Berlin to urge full propagandistic use of the “solemn reception” on the “ ‘Id al-Kabir celebration” and the “reception by the espaliering population.”342 The propaganda paper Signal printed an entire series of photographs of the reception.343 Accusing the bey of collaboration, the Allies later sent him into exile.
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3.9  German soldier and Muslim camel driver, Tunisia, 1943 (Ullstein).
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3.10  Muslims performing guard service for the Germans, Tunisia, 1943 (Ullstein).


German concerns for respectful treatment of Islam derived primarily from tactical considerations. Yet, military priorities could also set limits to them. This became most clear in the discussion about air raids on Cairo. After Axis planes began bombing areas around the Egyptian capital in the summer of 1941, the Egyptian government protested, via a Swedish channel, to the German legation in Stockholm. Well aware of the Germans’ purported friendship for Islam, the Egyptians argued that Cairo was not only an “open city without any fortifications” but also “a holy city for the Muslim world like Rome is for the Christian world.”344 At the Foreign Office, Ernst Woermann, who had always expressed reservations about German engagement with Islam, could not have cared less. In an internal note, he objected that Cairo was characterized not by its holy places but by its strategic and military significance, housing major British political and military headquarters as well as barracks of troops, warehouses, and magazines.345 After all, he wrote, “Cairo cannot be counted among the line of holy cities to which Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem belong.” It was wrong to refer to Cairo as an open or even a holy city. Woermann’s harsh response may have also been intended to quiet colleagues who were often all too eager to accept arguments related to Islam. To the Stockholm embassy he wrote on 18 September 1941, that the Egyptian government should address its protest to the British government, which was turning Egypt and its biggest city into theaters of war.346

The population of North Africa was, of course, constantly exposed to the violence of the war. The conflict brought massive destruction, especially to the coastal areas of Cyrenaica. Villages and towns were bombed, mosques and sacred sites destroyed (Figure 3.11). Many people in the front zones suffered from severe food and water shortages. Moreover, on the ground German attitudes toward Muslims frequently did not meet the standards laid down by training or the expectations raised by propaganda. This becomes obvious in a number of reports from the front zones complaining about the “quite clumsy” behavior of German troops toward the Muslim population and their failure to understand Muslims as part of a “religious and cultural sphere,” which had to be considered a “significant factor” in the war effort.347 Insights into the attitudes of ordinary German soldiers toward Muslims from the Maghrib are given by a memorandum of March 1942, written by Ahmed Biyoud, a North African exile in France who was working for the Germans and who tried to alert them to the problems North African prisoners of war were facing in their daily contact with Wehrmacht guards.348 The Muslims had often learned “that the real opinions and feelings of the Germans seem to contradict the proclamations and broadcasts of German government offices.” “Everywhere,” Biyoud claimed, “we are termed ‘colored’ or even ‘black’; almost every German soldier gives us clearly to understand that he counts us to be one of the most despised races of the world. Even expressions like ‘Jew,’ ‘Nigger,’ ‘black scoundrels’ etc. are not uncommon.” Drawing on religion, Biyoud complained that “we as Mohammedans” felt little attracted by the alcohol consumption of German soldiers in prison camps. To support his cause, Biyoud even referred to Germany’s general policy toward Islam: if Berlin “still wants to stick to” its “Islam-friendly manifesto” made earlier, it was important to make sure that German officers respected Muslims in personal encounters.349 The Wehrmacht took the memorandum quite seriously.350 Complaints like these do not seem surprising given the fact that Muslims from North Africa—along with sub-Saharan Africans—had regularly been the subject of right-wing hate propaganda in Germany ever since the occupation of the Rhineland in 1923.351 In his memoirs, the author Klaus Mann described this German propaganda in vivid terms, recalling the “grisly cartoons and captions” about the “coloured troops” in the Rhine and Ruhr zones: “I recollect in particular one rampant account to the effect that a single Moor had raped not only scores of virgins and children but, as a climax of depravity, a handsome mare, sole and treasured belonging of an upright Rhenish peasant tribe.”352 These kinds of negative stereotypes had also reemerged in German propaganda during the early phase of the war against France in 1940 and, though soon stopped, had an impact on ordinary German soldiers—both on the continent and in North Africa.353
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3.11  A destroyed mosque in North Africa, 1942 (BPK).


To conclude, Islam played a significant role in German warfare in North Africa and the Middle East. Berlin launched a major religiously charged propaganda campaign not only to win Muslim support in its conquered territories in the Maghrib but also, more importantly, to stir up violence behind the front lines. At the same time, attempts were made—not always successfully—to train German soldiers to respect the Muslim native population and to engage with local religious leaders. In spring 1943, German troops withdrew from North Africa—Berlin’s propaganda continued.





CHAPTER FOUR


Islam and the War on the Eastern Front


When German tanks crossed the Don River and advanced on the Caucasus in the summer of 1942, Soviet authorities grew worried about their Muslim southern flanks. Konstantin Umanskii, an official of the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs and former Soviet ambassador to Washington, reminded the BBC correspondent Alexander Werth of the history of Muslims in the region:


I must say that I am a little worried about the Caucasus … the Tartars in the Crimea are, to a large extent, disloyal.… they never liked us. It is well known that during the Crimean War they gladly “collaborated,” as we’d now say, with the English and the French. And, above all, there are religious factors, which the Germans have not failed to exploit. Nor do I trust the mountain peoples of the Caucasus. Like the Crimean Tartars, they are Moslems, and they still remember the Russian conquest of the Caucasus which ended not so very long ago—1863.1

Indeed, the Muslim population of the Crimea and Caucasus was generally seen as disloyal. Islam, in fact, had been a key marker of opposition and resistance to the central state ever since Muscovy’s sixteenth-century expansion into the Muslim areas of the Volga-Ural region, the tsarist annexation of the Crimea and the Caucasus in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and Russia’s nineteenth-century expansion into Central Asia.2 Although the Russian government adopted a variety of measures to employ Islam to bolster its rule in the Crimea and the Caucasus, as it did in its other Muslim territories, the regions were considered potential hotbeds of Islamic insurgency. Throughout the nineteenth century, Muslim mountain communities in the North Caucasus engaged in a bitter guerrilla struggle against Russian troops.3 Their holy war, or ghazawat, was led by religious leaders, the three legendary imams Ghazi Muhammad, Hamza Bek, and, most famously, Shamil, the “lion of Chechnya.” The imams not only organized the anti-tsarist resistance in the mountains of Dagestan and Chechnya but also proclaimed an imamate, forcibly relocating Muslim communities who refused to follow Islamic law and join the holy war against the Russian invaders. Tens of thousands of tsarist soldiers died fighting against the rebels; the Muslim death toll rose even higher. At outposts across the southern empire, Russian officials were anxious about “Islamic fanaticism,” or musulmanskii fanatizm.

The Bolsheviks’ seizure of power worsened the situation. Following a brief period of moderate policy toward Muslims, including the toleration of mosques, madrasas and Islamic foundations, and even attempts by Muslim Bolsheviks like Mirsaid Sultan Galiev to promote a “Soviet Islam,” the 1929 laws of religion aimed to suppress all religious sentiment.4 Under Stalin, the Muslim areas suffered not only from forced economic collectivization but also from unprecedented religious persecution. Soviet authorities saw Islam as subversive to the new social and political order in their Muslim borderlands. Their propaganda portrayed Islam as a vestige of a feudal and backward society. The publication of most Islamic literature and periodicals was stopped. Waqf property was expropriated. With Islamic law banned, the religious courts lost their authority, at least formally. Moscow used every means it could to break the influence of the ‘ulama on the population. Mullahs were considered pillars of traditional society and promoters of anti-Soviet resistance and often even accused of involvement in counter-revolutionary plots directed by foreign secret services.5 Some were put on show trials, and many were executed. Soviet authorities at the same time targeted mosques and madrasas. In the 1930s, the notorious “Society of the Godless” permeated the Muslim territories with aggressive atheist propaganda, reviving old resentments against the central state. Its activists occupied mosques, painted Soviet slogans on their walls, and hoisted red flags on their minarets.6 In some areas, officials sent marching bands into Islamic houses of worship or chased pigs through their sacred halls. By the time of the German invasion in 1941, most of the more than 20,000 mosques that had existed across the Muslim territories in 1917 had been pulled down or turned into secular schools, public libraries, social clubs, and restaurants.

Yet, all these attempts to destroy religious structures and sentiments in the Muslim areas failed. Islam continued to play a crucial role in shaping social and political life.7 In many parts of the North Caucasus, Muslims still settled disputes through illegal shari‘a courts, often disguised as “reconciliation commissions.” Religious madrasas remained important, educating children during the official school holidays in the summer months. In the state schools, Soviet teachers complained that Muslim children refused to touch textbooks that they deemed atheist. Moscow’s campaign against the veil and against religious celebrations were, overall, similarly unsuccessful. In the month of Muharram, Shi‘ites in Azerbaijan would continue to perform the ritualized passion plays (ta‘ziya) and to carry out the public self-flagellation with blunt daggers and iron chains during ‘Ashura processions. When local authorities staged street celebrations with cheerful music, the processions regularly turned into violent riots with thousands involved. Antireligious provocations were regularly met with fierce resistance. When the Soviets set up a pig-breeding farm in the Muslim village of Dargo in Chechnya, within hours locals had killed the entire herd. These conflicts often had a local dimension, being fought between enthusiastic believers and Muslim party cadres. In the North Caucasus, popular revolt and guerilla war were endemic in the interwar period.8 Many of these rebellions were led by religious leaders—particularly the shaykhs of the outlawed but influential Sufi brotherhoods—who frequently declared holy war against Moscow and combined religious slogans with the call for independence. In the eyes of many Muslims, Bolshevism was just another form of Russian imperialist domination. More than ever before in Russian history, Islam became a marker of difference and opposition to the central state.

Looking back, Konstantin Umanskii had good reason to be anxious. Now, in the summer of 1942, the Kremlin feared a wave of Islamic revolts on its southern fringes that eventually might spread to the vast regions of Central Asia. The more than 20 million Muslims of the Soviet Union, comprising around 15 percent of its total population, could become a dangerous political force. With the German occupation of the Crimea in autumn 1941, a quarter of a million Sunni Tatars had come under Nazi rule. In early August 1942, the Wehrmacht advanced into the Muslim-populated parts of the northern Caucasus mountains, most importantly the valleys of Karachai-Circassia and Kabardino-Balkaria. By October, German troops stood on the borders of the Chechen-Ingush region, though never breaking through to Grozny. Behind the front lines, particularly in Chechnya-Ingushetia and, to a lesser extent, Karachai-Circassia and Kabardino-Balkaria, anti-Soviet uprisings broke out, drawing considerable numbers of Red Army troops.9 Among the most determined and efficient insurgent groups were those led by religious leaders, most importantly the guerrillas of Qadiri shaykh Qureish Belkhoroev, who held out in the mountains of Ingushetia and Eastern Ossetia until 1947. In both the Caucasus and the Crimea, the majority of Muslims welcomed the end of the hated Soviet rule with enthusiasm, regarding the German troops with goodwill and hope. In many areas, Wehrmacht troops were greeted with chants of “liberators.” In the Crimea, Muslims sent the German command fruits and textiles for “Adolf Effendi.”10 In the Caucasus, German soldiers were astonished by the warm welcome they received.11 An intelligence report of the SS Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst, or SD) on the Caucasus noted that while the Russian and Ukrainian populations were reserved, the Muslim mountaineers of the Karachai area had received the Germans enthusiastically.12

Umanskii’s concerns about the German exploitation of Islam in these areas were not unfounded, either.13 In Germany, the press was already alluding to the long tradition of anti-Russian opposition in the Caucasus and the jihad of Imam Shamil, whom the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung praised as a “preacher of the war of religion and extermination against the Russians.”14 On the ground, German military authorities did not miss the opportunity to present themselves as the liberators of Islam. In their attempt to stabilize and pacify the rear areas of the front, the Germans made extensive use of religious concessions and propaganda, politicized Islamic practices and celebrations, and tried to base their rule on religious institutions. In both the Caucasus and the Crimea, the religious question became a key characteristic of German occupation and propaganda policy. Like most German efforts to employ Islam, such policies were born out of the necessities of the war.

The Muslim population had played little role in Berlin’s long-term plans for the Eastern territories.15 The Crimea was to be colonized by Germans and renamed Gotenland; indeed, Hitler’s plan for the Germanization of the peninsula included the deportation of the entire local population. In the Caucasus, the situation was different. The area was invaded primarily to secure the oil fields of Maikop, Grozny, and Baku and to open a flank to the Middle East. As the Caucasus lay outside the range of German settlement plans, Berlin’s blueprints for the region in the future New Order remained sketchy. Nevertheless, plans for civil administration had been drawn up for both areas. In the Crimea, the General Commissariat of the Crimea, designated to be ruled by the Austrian party veteran Gauleiter Alfred Frauenfeld, never materialized. Frauenfeld took over only five districts in the north that the army had relinquished. Strictly speaking, these districts lay outside the Crimean peninsula, and Frauenfeld was subordinated to his archenemy Erich Koch, ruler over the Reich Commissariat of the Ukraine. In the Caucasus, Rosenberg had planned a Reich Commissariat, similar to those in Ostland and the Ukraine. As early as 16 July 1941, Hitler had approved Rosenberg’s protégé Arno Schickedanz to run this future Reich Commissariat. Yet, he too never took command. The plans of Berlin’s bureaucrats and experts for a civil administration were never implemented. Equally irrelevant in the realities of the occupation were the bold plans pursued by some sections of the East Ministry, around Mende, and the Foreign Office, around Schulenburg, and their émigré protégés in Berlin, to install national councils. Schulenburg had even recruited a grandson of Imam Shamil, Said Shamil. “His name already personifies the program of the liberation of the North Caucasus from Bolshevist rule,” the diplomat rejoiced, adding that he was a “well-known personality in the whole Mohammedan world.”16 It didn’t help. Since both the Caucasus and the Crimea continued to be frontline zones, power in both areas remained under military administration for the entire period of German occupation.

Facing a worsening military situation in 1941–1942, the Wehrmacht commanders of the Crimea and Caucasus at times adopted a more pragmatic approach than that taken in other parts of the occupied Eastern territories.17 In the Caucasus, with its long volatile front line and mountain areas, their primary goal was to secure a stable rear for the German army. But also in the Crimea, a strategically sensitive position on the Black Sea that lay close behind the front, the military was concerned about ensuring a stable hinterland. For those in charge, the military situation made the need for collaborators more apparent.

The army command in both areas saw in the Muslim population natural allies.18 In contrast to the Russians and Ukrainians, the Crimean Tatars and Caucasian mountaineers were seen as genuinely opposed to the Soviet central state. Moreover, in racial terms, these groups were considered of ethnically higher standing than Russian, Belarusian, or Ukrainian Slavs. Ultimately, the Muslim religion of the Crimean Tatars and of the majority of the Caucasian mountaineers played a significant role. The history of Islamic resistance in these areas was well known. Islam was considered inherently anti-Bolshevik. And, after all, the Muslim population was believed to be an integral part of the Islamic world, and German policies on the ground were regularly seen as an element of Germany’s wider Islam campaign.

On a more general level, the attempts made by Wehrmacht authorities to employ Islam in their policies in these areas were part of a broader policy toward religion, which aimed to grant religious concessions to Muslims, Orthodox Christians, and Catholics alike in the hope of keeping the hinterland of the southern front calm.19 Considering the general German policy lines in the East, the range of concessions that the army command was willing and able to grant was limited. Economic reforms and the abolishment of the kolkhoz system, which indeed became a prominent German propaganda slogan, were opposed by the economic agencies concerned with food supply for the troops. National independence, a claim often forwarded by the non-Russian minorities, was out of the question. As a consequence, the Germans found it easiest to make inexpensive religious concessions, which could often be granted on the spot. Nazi propaganda promoted religion as part of local tradition, suppressed by Soviet rule, while avoiding the delicate question of national independence. The military command hoped that religious and other cultural concessions would enhance work ethic and collaboration and distract from unwanted political activism. Comparing the situation to other areas under German occupation in the East, historians have noted, however, that the religious question became particularly significant in the occupation of the Crimea—and especially in its Muslim areas.20 The situation in the Caucasus was similar. Indeed, German attempts to position itself as the liberator of Islam came most remarkably to the fore in the Muslim regions of the northern Caucasus mountains.




Religion and Warfare in the Caucasus

In the summer of 1942, the Wehrmacht marched into the Soviet-controlled Caucasus.21 Incapable of holding the wide and unstable front, however, they were soon forced to go on the defensive. The outer valleys of the northern Caucasus were held only until mid-January 1943. During the occupation, the Caucasus stood under the military command of Army Group A, led by General Field Marshall Wilhelm List and, from November 1942, after Hitler himself had briefly taken command, General Ewald von Kleist. On the ground, General Ernst-August Köstring, an aged army officer who had served in the Ottoman Empire during the First World War and had been German military attaché in Moscow (replacing Niedermayer in 1932), became Commissioner-General of Caucasian Affairs in the army group, with army veteran Lieutenant Hans-Heinrich Herwarth von Bittenfeld as his aide. These Wehrmacht officers all were more pragmatic than their counterparts elsewhere in the East. Although the Caucasus section of the East Ministry under Gerhard von Mende had only consultative competence, it sent Otto Bräutigam as a liaison officer to the high command of Army Group A; Bräutigam arrived at Kleist’s headquarters in Stavropol in late November 1942.22

Army officials on the ground agreed that the full toleration of religious customs by German troops was pivotal in pacifying the Caucasian mountain region. In his widely circulated memoranda to the Wehrmacht command, Theodor Oberländer, a renowned expert on eastern Europe, officer in the military intelligence, and commander on the Caucasian front, stressed that the German troops would encounter many “devout Muslims” in the North Caucasus and that their treatment was of geopolitical significance: “The way that we treat them will be of particular importance for the future stance of Islam towards Greater Germany.”23 List and his staff generally agreed. When German soldiers entered the Caucasian mountain passes, List issued an order that demanded they treat the population as allies, tolerate religious beliefs and customs, and respect “the honor of the women of the Caucasus.”24 Some weeks later, an instruction sheet was distributed requiring the troops to respect the Islamic faith.25 “Religion and religious customs and conventions of the Caucasians must be respected and are not to be ridiculed,” the leaflet advised soldiers, “even though they may appear odd.” After Kleist took over, he carried on with List’s policy. As late as December 1942, according to an army report, Kleist urged his commanders to be aware of the pan-Islamic implications of their decisions in the field: “Among all of the German Army Groups, Army Group A has advanced the furthest. We stand at the gates to the Islamic world. What we do and how we behave here will radiate deep into Iraq, to India, as far as to the borders of China. We must constantly be aware of the long-range effect of our actions and inactions.”26 At a meeting with officials of the East Ministry and the Wehrmacht, Kleist’s representative, Herwarth von Bittenfeld, underlined that a pragmatic occupation policy in the Muslim valleys of the Caucasus was crucial to “obtain the required political effect with respect to the Islamic world.”27 The East Ministry followed the Wehrmacht’s line.28 Bräutigam was instructed to avoid promises of national independence and instead to emphasize the fight against Bolshevism and German respect for “the confessions, particularly Islam.”29 From the Caucasus desk of the East Ministry in Berlin, Mende stressed the importance of religious rights, dietary requirements, religious feasts, funeral rites, and, finally, conduct toward Muslim women.30 The SS had no objections. An SD intelligence report noted that the German commanders in the field all agreed that for the pacification of the North Caucasus, the “antagonism of the population to Russia” and their “rootedness with Mohammedanism” were to be exploited.31

At once, mosques were reopened and became physical signs of the change of rule. A decree instructed that even those houses of worship that had been closed by the Soviets and used for profane purposes were not to be occupied by German troops but reopened for the population.32 From Cherkessk, German officers reported that not only had the mosque been restored, but new minarets had also been erected.33 In the religiously mixed areas of the northern fringes, too, mosques were reopened, most importantly in the former provincial capital of Maikop.34 “Everywhere the mosques have been reactivated or rebuilt,” Ehrenfried Schütte, a commander of Oberländer’s unit, reported from the front, adding: “They are better and more frequently attended than the few churches that work again.”35

The German army also endorsed the reintroduction of Islamic education into the elementary school curricula.36 Islam was an exception in this matter, as it was not until later in the campaign that the same concession was made to non-Muslims.37 In December 1942, a report noted that it was “mainly the Muslims” who welcomed the “introduction of religious lessons into the school curricula.”38 In the early weeks of the campaign, the East Ministry advised that “madrasas, which had been expropriated by the Soviets, should be returned.”39 Whether this was ultimately implemented is unknown, but it is not unlikely.

Toward the end of the short occupational period, Army Group A ordered that in Muslim areas of the Caucasus, Friday—instead of Sunday—would become the day of rest, making the day of communal prayer (jumu‘a) a day of rest.40

The return of Islam was often carefully staged by Wehrmacht officers. The Balkars, for instance, were symbolically presented with a Qur’an after German soldiers occupied the area.41 To propagate religious concessions and promote Germany as the friend of Islam, the army also distributed pamphlets.42 Though mostly written in the East Ministry, which usually attempted to address religion in general rather than Islam in particular, a number of these propaganda leaflets concerned Islam exclusively. Promoting an “alliance with the Greater German Reich of Adolf Hitler,” one of them denounced the “Bolshevist villainy” that oppressed “freedom and faith,” and assured readers that, even though Germans had a different religion, the Third Reich would respect all beliefs and was ready to “secure you the freedom of faith for the future.”43 Another pamphlet drew on the idea of a Muslim community that expanded beyond the Caucasus: “The Muslims of the Crimea, who after 25 years are free to pray again in their mosques, fight in the tens of thousands in German uniform against Bolshevism and partisan gangs.”44 References to the Crimea were recurring. “Your Muslim fellow believers from the Crimea are already arrayed for battle in their thousands to wage war against Bolshevism,” another pamphlet proclaimed, noting that Crimean Muslims “have already often declared their gratitude to the German leadership for their spiritual liberation.”45 A similar message had been directed toward Caucasian Red Army soldiers during the siege of Sevastopol in early 1942. A German propaganda pamphlet had informed them that Muslims from across the Soviet Union had joined the Wehrmacht in the fight “for freedom from the Bolshevist yoke.”46 “In many telegrams the Muslims have expressed their deep gratitude to the Führer of the German Reich that after twenty years of religious rape they can now pursue again their worship in their mosques,” it added.47 Sevastopol fell in June.

Across the northern Caucasus, the Germans soon saw religion as one of their most important instruments of political warfare. As an army official at the town command of Cherkessk remarked in a monthly report in November 1942, the effect of religious concessions could not be overestimated.48 The “Mohammedan Circassians” especially would be full of gratitude, he noted, adding that the “permission for free religious worship more and more turns out to be the strongest instrument of propagandistic influence on the population.”49 “Despite the suppression of all religious faith by the Soviets,” the officer was surprised to see that “the Mohammedan youth seems in parts still closely bound to Islam, and might also be more easily won over by it completely again, whereas the Russian youth is fully estranged from Orthodox Christianity.” The general position report for the region similarly remarked that in “the Mohammedan areas youth participation in the practice of religion is noticeable.”50 Ehrenfried Schütte reported from the front that “the local Mohammedan population” had proven themselves the most trustworthy, having “endured Sovietization incomparably better than the other local groups.”51 At the end of 1942, an SD intelligence summarized that the Muslim mountaineers would respond “with gratitude” for the new “freedom of religion.”52

Ultimately, it was the reintroduction of religious holidays and celebrations that became the most significant concession as the German occupation of the northern Caucasus mountain area coincided with two major religious holidays—the end of Ramadan, the Uraza Bairam in October, and, seventy days later, the pilgrimage feast, Qurban Bairam. Religious festivities were turned into spectacular liberation celebrations, symbolically marking the change of rule. They became emblematic of the short German occupation in the Muslim mountain areas, most importantly the Uraza Bairam celebrations in the Karachai city of Kislovodsk and the Qurban Bairam celebrations in Nalchik, in the Kabardian area.53

On Sunday, 11 October 1942, a delegation consisting of Generals Köstring, Homburg, Riecke, von Roques, and von Greifenberg, agricultural expert Oberkriegsverwaltungsrat Otto Schiller, Paul Körner, who was the head of Göring’s Four-Year-Plan Office, and other high-ranking German officials, visited Kislovodsk, which had been occupied two months earlier.54 Surrounded by the rock face of the Karachai mountain massif, Kislovodsk had been a popular spa town since the tsarist era and was now characterized by the modern architecture of its Soviet sanatoria. Since the early morning, the streets had been busier than usual. The entrance of the main road to the town was decorated with a swastika flag and the green flag of the Prophet with the Muslim crescent. At the town hall, an enormous garland adorned an image of Hitler. At the end of the main road a gigantic painting was erected, depicting the Karachai warriors on horseback bearing flags of liberation. In the streets, Karachais, Balkars, Kabards, and other local groups mingled. The town was preparing for the Uraza Bairam celebrations, the end of the sacred month of Ramadan.

Across the Karachai mountains, believers were preparing for the event. Under Soviet rule, they had not openly observed the Uraza Bairam. Now, for the first time in a quarter of a century, Muslims were again allowed to organize religious festivities. Desperate to pacify the hinterland and well aware of the effect this concession would have on the mood of the population, the military had ordered full toleration of the event.55 The celebration became a key marker of difference between Soviet and German rule. In fact, the Wehrmacht command did not miss the opportunity to portray Germany as the liberator of the Muslim mountain peoples. Hence, the celebration was not just a symbol of religion, of Islam, but also of politics, of liberation from Soviet rule.

This became most obvious in Kislovodsk (Figures 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3). From the outset, the Germans manipulated the meaning of the feast for their strategic interests. The Uraza Bairam became a political event. Political change was staged as a religious celebration—“liberation Bairam,” as Otto Schiller put it. The agricultural expert, who had served with the embassy in Moscow and was now assigned to organize the future agrarian order in the Caucasus, wrote a detailed six-page report about the celebration for the East Ministry.56

The public decoration of Kislovodsk reflected not only Islamic but also Nazi iconography. Behind the honorary tribune for Muslim leaders, religious dignitaries, and Wehrmacht representatives, an oversized, open papier-mâché Qu’ran was arranged, showing in Arabic script two pious quotations. On the right page was the shahada, the statement of faith: “There is no god but Allah / Muhammad is his Prophet” (La ilaha illa Allah / Muhammadan rasul Allah). On the left was the popular and often quoted Qur’anic verse 13 from sura 61 (al-Saff): “Help [comes] from Allah / and a nigh victory” (Nasr min Allah / Wa fath qarib).57 While the first slogan demonstrated the new freedom of religion, the second, in the context of war, signaled, in the form of a religious imperative, the Karachais’ willingness to fight alongside the German army against the Soviet enemy. Nailed above the Qur’an was an enormous wooden Reich eagle with a swastika. Flags framed the tribune on either side—the green flags of Islam with a small crescent and swastika flags.
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4.1  The end of Ramadan (Uraza Bairam) in Kislovodsk, Caucasus, 11 October 1942, parade (Ullstein).
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4.2  The end of Ramadan (Uraza Bairam) in Kislovodsk, Caucasus, 11 October 1942, parade (Ullstein).
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4.3  The end of Ramadan (Uraza Bairam) in Kislovodsk, Caucasus, 11 October 1942, prayer (Ullstein).


The public display of the Arabic script was in itself remarkable. The Arabic alphabet, the holy letters of the Qur’an, had formed one of the few bonds among Moscow’s Muslims before the Soviets had forcefully replaced it with Latin, and later Cyrillic, letters and accused anyone opposing this reform of religious fanaticism.58 In some parts of the Islamic Soviet Union, Soviet propagandists publicly burned books printed in Arabic. The abolition of the Arabic script caused much resentment among Muslims. In the 1920s, the remaining mullahs in the Caucasus and Crimea had even called for hunger strikes to protest against the policy. The letters on the papier-mâché Qur’an were thus in themselves a marker of the end of Soviet rule.

The first part of the celebration, the actual ceremony, took place on a hill outside the city. Central to the ceremonies were the prayer and commemoration rituals. “They perform devotional prayers on a hillside outside the city, bowing South towards Mecca,” reported a German war correspondent.59 “The qadi leads their prayers and they, collectively, repeat his words.” In fact, imam Ramazan, one of the highest religious authorities among the Karachais, led the prayer, although qadi Ibrahim, the Islamic jurist of the area, was present as well.60 The Karachais kneeled on their prayer rugs in long rows, directed toward Mecca, listening to the Arabic words. The second part of the ritual was distinctly political. Led by Ramazan, the Muslims repeated praise and thanks to Allah for the liberation by Hitler, “the great leader of the German people,” and the German Wehrmacht. In an emotional speech, Ramazan commemorated the sufferings of the Muslim mountaineers and the Karachai Muslims who had died in their struggle against Bolshevism. God had sent Hitler and his army as liberators, and every Karachai, declared Ramazan, “in the mosque or in the family” would be full of gratitude and would embrace “the Führer, the German people, and the brave soldiers” in their daily prayers.

The German officers played an integral part in the course of the celebrations. Köstring was lifted onto the arms of the people, who carried him in triumph and tossed him into the air as a token of acclaim and honor. Eager to exploit the opportunity of the religious feast, he gave a propaganda speech in Russian, praising liberation from the Soviet yoke, thanking the Karachais for their trust, and celebrating their common bonds. Köstring announced the abolition of the kolkhoz system (which never took place) and the mobilization of a Karachai volunteer squadron to fight alongside the Wehrmacht. His speech also drew on the historical narrative of Muslim resistance in the Caucasus. Köstring was quite pleased with his performance. Remembering the “impressive celebration” after the war, he wrote: “The success was astonishing, the rejoicing indescribable.”61 His aide, Herwarth von Bittenfeld, later remarked that Köstring was celebrated like a “prince.”62

The festivities reached their peak with the solemn oath of the Muslims, who vowed their determination to fight on the front together with the German Wehrmacht. The military alliance was subsequently affirmed by a parade of Karachai horsemen carrying a swastika flag and the green flag of Islam. Again Nazi and religious symbolism merged. Before the official part of the celebration was completed, a similar parade was organized in front of the “cemetery of heroes” in the city center to commemorate those who had died in revolt against Moscow. A dinner in the city hall followed with dances, among them the “prayer of Shaykh Shamil,” which again drew on the regional history of jihad.

The celebrations became part of the Wehrmacht’s political warfare. A look at the members of the German delegation gives an idea of the importance military officials attached to the religious event. And they were not alone in doing so. Well aware of the politics of the religious celebration, the Red Army tried to prevent the Ramadan Bairam. The day before, Soviet planes had airdropped flyers warning the population not to attend the feast and promising to end it in a hail of bombs. In the end, however, only one bomb was dropped, far away from the center of the city, and failed to spread panic.

A number of similar religious celebrations, staged as liberation spectacles, took place in the Caucasus. The second largest of these events was the Qurban Bairam held on 18 December 1942, by the Sunni Balkars and Kabards in Nalchik, capital of the Kabardino-Balkar area, which had been occupied less than two months earlier.63 As the highest Islamic holiday, celebrated at the height of the hajj, the event was seen by Wehrmacht officials, eager to repeat the success of the Kislovodsk ceremonies, as an ideal opportunity to demonstrate the bonds between the Wehrmacht and the local population, Germany, and Islam. Muslim representatives in Nalchik, under mayor Selim Zedov, a former civil servant who resumed power after the Soviet retreat and who was swiftly approved by the Wehrmacht, had prepared for the celebration with the Germans days in advance.64 On 17 December 1942, a convoy containing General-Major Wilhelm Stubenrauch, commander of the rear area of Tank Army I, Otto Bräutigam, Theodor Oberländer, and a group of other high-ranking officials, including two other generals and several officers of the Wehrmacht’s propaganda division, drove up the icy roads of the misty Karachai mountain passes to Nalchik. The following morning, the group gathered in Nalchik’s great cinema hall for the Islamic pilgrimage celebrations. The religious ceremony formed the core of the event. The prayer, led by the local qadi, Khaniukov, a Kabard, took place on the cinema stage. The Germans sat in the front rows. “Kneeling with the body bent forward, around 50 leading figures of the Kabards performed their prayers. The movements of the clerics were solemn and controlled, and the religious ceremonies took place in dignified seriousness,” Bräutigam later recalled in his memoirs.65 “We were very impressed.” Oberländer, too, revealed, in a letter to his wife: “This Mohammedan service has made a great impression on me.”66 During the celebrations, General-Major Stubenrauch, representing Kleist, and Otto Bräutigam stepped forward to publicly praise the alliance. According to Bräutigam’s official report for the East Ministry, the approximately 400 Muslims reacted with enthusiasm and applause. Muslim representatives thanked the Germans for their “liberation from Bolshevism” and for giving them an opportunity to celebrate the Qurban Bairam again, vowing steadfast loyalty to Adolf Hitler. They also presented the Germans with gifts, including carpets, clothing, and horses for Hitler, Keitel, and Kleist. Wehrmacht officials distributed not only captured weapons, lighters, and watches but also small Qur’ans, affirming German respect for Islam. The celebrations continued late into the evening. As Qurban Bairam celebrations last for four days, the German delegation did not miss the opportunity to visit another town in the area. The next day, the convoy drove to the small mountain village of Gundelen, the center of the Balkars on the hillside of the Elbrus Mountain. Public speeches were made, and consultations with local dignitaries took place.67

The celebrations at Nalchik and Kislovodsk became the outward characteristic of German rule in the Caucasus. On both occasions the German press printed detailed reports. A newspaper announced that “those who witnessed these hours derived a lasting impression of the love of freedom and the respectability of these men, who offer their lives for their ideals.”68 Excited about the lavish display of Islamic and Nazi iconography, another war correspondent wrote: “Next to the flag of the Reich waves the green banner with crescent and star, under which once Muhammad prevailed over the Jews.” Both would stand for the “never ebbing strength” of people who fight “for a better world order.”69 “Uraza Bairam 1942,” it claimed, was “more than an avowal of a small, but tough mountain people to its faith.” It was a “demonstration of joy to a world political development” and would be remembered by future generations as the “beginning of a new epoch.” German papers also published photos of the event in Kislovodsk.70 “One still spoke often of this celebration,” Bräutigam remembered after the war.71

Plans to establish Muslim organizations and a religious administration, a bureaucratization of Islam, as pursued in the Crimea, never materialized due to the short period of occupation. The German troops in the Caucasus were soon isolated. The battle of Stalingrad strained supplies. At the same time, Soviet troops in the south, commanded by the military genius General Ivan Vladimirovich Tiulenev, were restored to combat readiness and began to advance. In late December 1942, Hitler endorsed the retreat from the Caucasus mountains to avoid utter annihilation. A fortnight after the Qurban Bairam celebrations, on 4 January 1943, Nalchik was reconquered by the Red Army. A few days later, the last German tanks rolled out of Kabardino-Balkaria. Although Germany’s occupation of the Caucasus was short, it was perhaps Berlin’s strongest attempt to position itself as the defender of Islam on the Eastern Front. The longest and most coordinated policy toward Islam in the East, by comparison, was launched in the Crimea.





Religion and Rule in the Crimea

In the autumn of 1941, German and Romanian troops led by General Erich von Manstein invaded the Crimea.72 In September, they reached the Perekop area and soon conquered the entire peninsula, with the exceptions of Kerch, which fell after heavy fighting in May 1942, and Sevastopol, one of the strongest fortresses in the world, which was stormed after a lengthy siege in July 1942. The Wehrmacht, assisted by the SS, particularly by Einsatzgruppe D, led by Otto Ohlendorf, and, from July 1942, Walther Bierkamp, held the Crimea under brutal and exploitative rule for almost two and a half years until early May 1944, when the last German position on the peninsula surrendered to the Red Army. The roughly 250,000 Sunni Tatars, whom the Germans hoped to win over as collaborators, constituted almost 25 percent of the peninsula’s population, with strongholds in the mountains as well as in bigger cities like Bakchisarai, Yalta, and Simferopol, known as Aqmescit (Aq Masjid)—the “White Mosque”—until the eighteenth century.73

In their attempt to win over the Muslims, German army officials soon began granting a wide range of religious rights and concessions. Immediately after the invasion, Manstein ordered his soldiers to respect Islam. In his infamous order of 20 November 1941, which demanded that the “Jewish-Bolshevist system” be “exterminated once and for all” and became one of the key documents used by his prosecution at Nuremberg after the war, Manstein urged his troops to treat the Muslim population well to win them as collaborators: “Respect for religious customs, particularly those of the Mohammedan Tartars, must be demanded.”74 The terms “Muslim Tatars” and “Mohammedan Tartars” were not unusual as the Germans often identified Tatars not only ethnically but also according to their religion. Two months later, a military instruction sheet explained to the troops that the Tatars were devout Muslims and that Islam had to be respected.”75 In his pro-Tatar line Manstein was supported by Werner Otto von Hentig, now liaison officer of the Foreign Office at his 11th Army.76 Hentig became a relentless promoter of an accommodating policy toward the Muslim Tatars and Islam. In a field post letter to his old mentor, Max von Oppenheim, of late 1941, he boasted that the army in the Crimea was dedicating “the greatest attention” to the “Muslim problem.”77 In spring 1942, he even warned that Germany’s policy toward the Crimean Muslims had a pan-Islamic impact on Germany’s position in the Caucasus, Turkey, the Arab world, Iran, and even India.78 Manstein was convinced that the strict respect of religious practice was key to winning the collaboration of the Tatars, explaining in an interview given in August 1942 to a correspondent of the National-Zeitung: “Today, the Tatars welcome liberation from Moscow simply because the blasting of the chains has returned to them the free religious practice of Islam.”79

Indeed, the military administration of the Crimea observed that religious life was developing particularly actively among the Muslim population.80 Even the younger generation, which under Soviet rule had in part become religiously indifferent, would maintain general customs and honor rules, a German army official remarked in March 1942: “The Tatars are Mohammedans and generally take their religion seriously, without therefore being fanatics.”81 One year later, a report noted that “in contrast to the Orthodox Christians, among Tatars the participation of the youth in religious life is rising, especially in the villages.”82

Shortly after occupying the Crimea, the Germans reintroduced religious celebrations of both the weekly and the yearly cycle. Initially, the official day of rest on the entire peninsula was Sunday. In some areas, though, Muslims tried to convince the German authorities to grant a day of rest on Friday instead.83 Soon rumors spread that the local commands in some areas had agreed to the arrangement. On 30 March 1943, the High Command of the Crimea finally gave the order that Fridays were to be designated as a general day of rest for Muslims.84 In addition, major religious holidays were reintroduced. On 14 August 1943, the army ordered that the Muslim population was to be granted a day of rest on all major Islamic holidays. Across the peninsula, Mawlid festivities took place on 19 March, the end of Ramadan was celebrated on 1 October, the Qurban Bairam on 8 December, and the Islamic New Year on 28 December 1943.85 In Simferopol, the Germans organized a greater Ramadan celebration that year as Muslim volunteers who were fighting in the German army also took part. “It was further proof of the friendship and good cooperation, and a day of freedom,” a Wehrmacht propaganda journal for Muslim soldiers announced.86 Religious rituals and feasts regularly became politicized. In fact, their mere reintroduction was political. German reports give evidence of prayers of thanks and invocations to Allah for the Wehrmacht and Hitler.87 On one occasion a celebration was organized that included not only prayers and public declarations of loyalty to the occupation authorities but also a mass circumcision ceremony: “The circumcision of 50 children, which for reasons of political convenience was explicitly tolerated by the SD, must thereby be emphasised,” a Wehrmacht commander reported.88 In some areas, Muslim leaders even began to collect money for the German dictator.89

Perhaps the most significant change in Muslim religious life was reflected in the restoration and reopening of mosques and prayer halls closed by the Soviets.90 “From the minarets of the Tatar villages the mullahs again called the faithful to prayer,” Herwarth von Bittenfeld romanticized after the war.91 In Berlin, Goebbels, on 30 January 1942, rejoiced in his diary that, “after they had been allowed to call out their religious chants from their minarets again,” the Tatars had lost all initial reservations toward the Wehrmacht: “It is interesting to note how significant the clever exploitation of the religious question has been here.”92 By March 1943, fifty mosques had reopened on the peninsula.93 Some sources speak of even higher numbers, indicating that in the year 1943 alone, 150 mosques were restored, along with 100 provisional prayer houses, run by a total of 400 Muslim clerics.94 By tolerating or even supporting the rebuilding of mosques, German officials explicitly politicized the buildings’ meaning. At once, minarets and mosques with their claims of religious representation were employed for German political aims.

As in the Caucasus, the military administration also introduced religious education into the curriculum of secular Tatar schools.95 At the same time, plans to reopen madrasas were made. A major restoration project concerned the grand madrasa of Bakchisarai, which had been almost completely destroyed under Bolshevik rule.96 In Eupatoria, the city’s 600-year-old madrasa, which had been used as a storage depot by the Soviets, was cleaned and restored. As long as it was organized and monitored sufficiently, religious education was not seen as a risk by the German authorities but considered a cheap concession and a convenient bulwark against Bolshevist propaganda.

The reestablishment of a religious infrastructure and the restoration of mosques and madrasas were monitored and controlled by the Germans through a complex administration, the religious sections of so-called Muslim committees (mohammedanisches Komitee), which were founded in the bigger cities of the Crimea.97 The Wehrmacht played up these Müsülman Komiteleri, as the Tatars called them, as the descendants of the “Muslim committees” from the time of the civil war and German occupation in 1918.98 As the Wehrmacht strictly prohibited political activism, the committees were concerned primarily with religious affairs. In the end it was the religious board, the dominant part of every Muslim committee, which became a central pillar of German rule and political warfare.

The Germans soon centralized the work of the committees under a Muslim central committee, founded in Simferopol (also known as the Tatar committee of Simferopol) on 3 January 1942.99 During the tsarist period, Simferopol had been the center of Islam in the Crimea and the seat of the Crimean mufti. It was headed by Jamil Abdurashidov, who was only temporarily replaced between late 1942 and early 1943 by Eredzhep Qursaidov.100 Its most important section was the religious board (Religionsdezernat or Krimreligionsdezernat), which became the central religious authority of Crimean Muslims under German rule. Run by the Islamic dignitary Alimseit Jamilov, the board controlled, directed, and coordinated the local committees and Muslim life across the peninsula.

The religious board of the Simferopol committee oversaw all plans for mosque building and renovation, the foundation of new madrasas, and the reintroduction of religious instruction in secular schools.101 Moreover, it was designed to control the inner life of these institutions. Although imams and religious teachers were elected by the local Muslim population, the religious board of the central committee was to check their suitability and had the last word on appointments. It was also authorized to train imams and provide them with guidelines for their work. Finally, it was to provide uniform curricula for religious courses and Islamic madrasas.

In late 1942, the Germans tightened the system even more, merging the local Muslim committees into a more regulated institutional framework.102 Local mosque councils (Moscheen-Rat) were founded to serve as institutional centers in the provinces. Their creation ensured that the mosque communities were strictly organized and controlled. The mosque councils received their statutes from Simferopol and had to produce regular reports on their work. Members of every local mosque community were to elect the mosque council of ten to fifteen persons. The establishment of these councils went swiftly. In February 1943, the SS reported that a number of local Muslim committees, among them those in Feodosiia, Yalta, and Bakchisarai, had already adopted the new statutes of the Simferopol central committee and were about to organize the local councils accordingly.103

The institutionalization of Islam through ecclesiastical structures was not new in the Crimea but had its precedent in the tsarist empire, which Robert Crews pointedly characterized as a “church for Islam.”104 Similar structures were now not only presented by Nazi propaganda as religious liberation but also employed by German authorities for their own administrative and military interests. The statutes of the Simferopol committee stated clearly that its purpose was both to represent Muslims and “to actively support the interests of the German Wehrmacht, the German civil administration, and the German police.”105 Hentig noted that the Simferopol committee was completely at the disposal of the occupation authorities.106 The Germans used the system mainly for two purposes—as a tool of rule and control and as an instrument of propaganda and military mobilization.

As a tool of rule and control, the councils and their centralized institutional framework were employed to monitor and regulate Muslim life. The Simferopol central committee was placed under the authority of the SS Security Police (Sicherheitspolizei, or Sipo) and SD.107 It also had to compile reports about its work.108 In practice, the SS followed a quite interventionist policy, even deposing religious figures and imams considered unreliable. The Germans were particularly anxious to make sure that the councils were not taken over by Tatar separatists. Indeed, followers of the Tatar nationalist organization Milli Firka (National Party), which sought an independent Muslim state in the Crimea, tried to use the Muslim committees as a cover. In late 1942, a number of Muslim committees organized an assembly to discuss the foundation of a Tatar governmental body.109 The main architect of these efforts was Ahmed Ozenbashli, a physician who, after the German invasion, had begun to play a leading role in the Simferopol committee. The Germans, however, were in control, stopped the activities, and from then on restricted the functions and influence of the Simferopol committee.

As an instrument of propaganda and mobilization, the committees, and most importantly their religious boards, were extensively used by the military administration. Their very existence bestowed religious authority on collaboration with the Germans. According to its statutes, the Simferopol committee was to exploit “all matters of cultural life” propagandistically.110 It was instructed to launch propaganda among the Muslim population and mobilize it in the battle against partisans (Figure 4.4). During the inaugural ceremony of the Muslim committee of Simferopol, the presiding imam had explained that Islam demanded that Muslims align themselves with the Germans.111 In the following months, the central committee engaged in a vast Islamic propaganda and mobilization campaign.112 The Muslim committees organized sermons for Muslim volunteers in the Wehrmacht and SS. “Religious anti-Bolshevist propaganda,” as they put it, was carried into Muslim towns and villages across the Crimea.113 In the countryside, some recruited imams spread German propaganda in their sermons.

A main propaganda instrument of the Simferopol central committee was its newspaper, Azat Kirim (Free Crimea).114 Founded in early 1942, it was edited by the Muslim intellectual Mustafa Kurtiev, who led a small staff of writers based at 14 Pushkinskaia Street in Simferopol. Azat Kirim was published twice a week and widely circulated among Crimean Muslims. In 1943, each issue ran to 10,000 copies, although the demand was estimated to be at least four times greater. Its content was controlled and censored by the propaganda section of the German military command in Simferopol. According to the Simferopol Muslim committee, the paper was intended to enhance the Tatars’ loyalty to the Germans and the Wehrmacht, to mobilize Muslims into the German forces, and to support the fight against Jews, Freemasons, and Communists.115 It claimed to support the reintroduction of the “rights of the Mohammedans of the Crimea,” which had been suppressed by “Bolshevist-Jewish-Russian rule.” The editors were also well aware that their propaganda efforts could be seen as part of a wider German campaign of pan-Islamic mobilization and even asked to be regularly informed by Berlin about German publications in Turkish, Arabian, Persian, and other “Oriental” languages in order to align their propaganda with the wider campaigns. In early 1943, Kurtiev even suggested the foundation of a central Muslim organ to be distributed, if not across the entire Muslim world, then at least among all Muslims of the Eastern territories.116 “World events and the historically unprecedented war, which has gripped a significant part of the Muslim world, require extensive propaganda in the field of German-Mohammedan friendship,” he claimed. Kurtiev’s office was also involved in other forms of print propaganda. In early January 1943, it requested copies of Mein Kampf, remarking that “the Mohammedans of the Crimea are strongly interested in the classic work of the Führer.”117
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4.4  Crimean Tatars in German uniform in front of the Big Khan Mosque in Bakchisarai, Crimea, 1943 (BPK).


The issues of Azat Kirim, which today can be found in the Crimean State Archives in Simferopol, reveal that its propaganda, along with endless rants against Communists and Jews, included numerous articles on the religious question. Rejoicing at the liberation of Islam from “Bolshevik-Jewish oppression,” one article reported the German involvement in the repair of mosques, particularly the reestablishment of the seventeenth-century Mufti Jami Mosque of Feodosiia, which had been turned into a church during the tsarist period.118 Other articles attacked Soviet atheism. One piece, for instance, declared that only savages had no religion: “God, Prophet, religion, and faith belong to the people of high civilization.”119 Bolshevist attempts to “exterminate” the civilization of the Crimean Muslims had failed: “The great God did not allow this to happen,” the paper insisted: “With the command of God, Adolf Hitler saved us from the hold of these oppressors.” Most of the texts on Islam were on religious celebrations. For example, during the Qurban Bairam in 1942, Azat Kirim printed not only general reflections on the purpose of the sacrifice.120 It also reported on celebrations that took place across the peninsula.121 Most articles interwove the subject with political statements: “The great German nation, as well as its allies, the great Italian and Japanese people, respected this most important religious festival of the Muslims and helped them to celebrate it,” one writer proclaimed.122 Even the mufti’s inauguration of the Islamic Central Institute in Berlin, on the 1942 Qurban Bairam, was a subject.123 The paper repeatedly praised the “glorious mufti of Jerusalem,” who had “raised the flag of jihad against Anglo-Saxon states.”124

Some of the most revealing articles on religion, however, dealt with practical religious matters. One piece raised the sensitive issue that many Muslims in the Crimea simply were financially unable to perform a sacrifice on Qurban Bairam.125 Another piece addressed disputes over wine production—declared forbidden (haram) by some Crimean mullahs even though it was important for the economy of some Tatar villages—arguing, with reference to sacred texts, that it was only the consumption, not the production and sale, of wine that was prohibited by Islam.126 Finally, numerous contributions dealt with the new religious administration. These articles went well beyond the mere announcements of new statutes and regulations of the Muslim committees.127 They included detailed accounts of the activities of the Simferopol central committee, reporting on the reopening of mosques, the reintroduction of religious holidays, the reestablishment of religious education, and the opening of soup kitchens.128 The most controversial issue here was the appointment of new mullahs. Writers often not only offered their opinions on the role and responsibilities of religious dignitaries but indeed also criticized the appointment of religious personnel deemed unsuitable.129 Overall, the articles in Azat Kirim give insights not only into the role and function of religion in occupation propaganda in the Crimea but also into the limits of German attempts to revive Islam on the peninsula. In addition to the paper, the Muslim central committee eventually also engaged in broadcast propaganda aimed at Crimean Muslims.130 Although generally aired only in the Russian language, German radios broadcast a Tatar program on Fridays, the day of congregational prayer.

Though organized by the committees, religious propaganda in the Crimea was, of course, fully aligned with the general German directives. The first temporary guidelines for propaganda aimed at the Tatars, circulated by the East Ministry in late 1941, emphasized the role of religion: “The most important thing for them is the free practice of religion,” it explained, suggesting the slogan: “The German Reich has an amicable and benevolent attitude to all Mohammedans. Therefore, do not believe the Bolshevik propaganda, which alleges that you as Mohammedans are to be suppressed and shot.”131 The Germans also sporadically engaged in their own propaganda efforts, for instance, by distributing miniature versions of the Qur’an, which came with special magnifying glasses.132 These sets were common souvenirs that Muslims would bring home from Mecca during the 1930s and 1940s. An SS report remarked that these kinds of religious gifts were also made to honor individual imams.133

Throughout the occupation period, Muslim leaders sent reports to the German authorities. Often written in the form of petitions, they give an idea of the practical limits of Germany’s attempts to revive Islam in the Crimea. In fact, the reports submitted by the Simferopol central committee reveal that life for Muslims was often different from what German propaganda tried to portray. German officials on the ground did not always cooperate with Muslim representatives.134 In 1942, for instance, the local committee in Eupatoria founded a madrasa with 130 students, which was closed by the local German command after only two weeks. The Muslims of Eupatoria then complained via the Simferopol committee, stressing the “need to give the children a religious education and to battle the godlessness which has remained from Bolshevist rule.”135 These kinds of conflicts were particularly common in areas where the Germans had installed Russian collaborators in the local administration. In Simferopol, Russian personnel refused Muslim requests for money from the city fund for the restoration of a mosque.136 In other places, Russian authorities closed Muslim schools.137 Apart from friction between Muslims and local authorities, the Crimea faced a general shortfall of Muslim dignitaries for mosques and schools.138 At one point, the central committee asked for clerics to be sent, especially from Romania, to the Crimea and at the same time suggested that young Crimean imams be educated in madrasas in Romania and Bosnia.139 Furthermore, there was a severe lack of religious books.140 In 1943, German authorities agreed to import Qur’ans and other religious publications for the Crimean madrasas from abroad.141 Overall, the petitions show that Muslim representatives frequently tried to employ the German occupational regime to their advantage. Their main requests—the restoration of the two major traditional Muslim institutions, the waqf and the muftiate—however, were contested by the Germans.

The religious system—mosques, madrasas, Muslim committees, and their personnel—endorsed by the German administration, was costly. Initially, renovations of religious places and employment of Muslim clerics were financed mainly by donations from the populace.142 Traditionally, these costs were covered by religious endowments, the waqf, which administered the common property of the religious community, including buildings, wastelands, and grazing lands.143 The institution of the waqf was based on the shari‘a and had formed an important part of Muslim communities across the world for centuries. The income from donations and economic activities was used to pay the Muslim clergy, religious teachers, and theology students, as well as to finance the upkeep of mosques, religious property, and charity projects. Officially acknowledged in tsarist Russia, the Crimean waqf complex possessed legendary wealth and land across the peninsula. The tsarist government had declared the waqf indefeasible, most importantly through an imperial decree of 1829, which put it under the tutelage of the Crimean muftiate, and, two years later, through a decree confirming that it was the main financial resource for mosques, madrasas, and mullahs. The Soviets had abolished the waqf and confiscated all of its property.

Under German occupation, the issue was soon raised. On 13 December 1942, Alimseit Jamilov’s religious board of the Simferopol Muslim committee sent a memorandum about the waqf question to the German command.144 Thanking “the glorious German Wehrmacht” for having “liberated” the Crimean Muslims and for restoring religious life, it elaborated on the “great and difficult task” of reviving Islamic institutions in the Crimea, which came with huge expenses. As the reinstitutionalization of Islam could not be achieved without substantial financial resources, the restitution—at least in part—of former waqf property, including buildings that were unattended and dilapidated, was urgently needed. The central committee in Simferopol itself wanted to move its religious board into one of the former waqf houses on Kaitarnaia Street; the building had once housed the Crimean mufti before being turned into a residential house by Soviet officials.145

The formal reestablishment of the waqf did not take place. Yet, the German authorities seemed prepared to deal with the question on a local level. With the reopening of mosques and religious schools, former waqf property was de facto returned to the Muslim communities in many parts of the peninsula. Also, the temporary statutes for the local Muslim communities, which were adopted by a number of communities in the winter of 1942–1943, explicitly listed waqf property as a source of income.146 According to the statutes, the local mosque councils were to administer all waqf land, mosques, office buildings, and residential houses of clergy and staff. They were also allowed to collect funds from charitable donations (zakat) and to use them to finance mosques and imams, religious education, and charity projects. The central religious board of the Muslim central committee in Simferopol was financed by waqf funds, deriving income from restaurants and other businesses, which, according to an SS report from spring 1943, generated a monthly income of 10,000 rubles and an unknown sum of charitable donations.147 It remains unclear, however, whether the term “waqf” related to newly donated funds or traditional waqf properties. More generally, German economic and agricultural agencies were prepared to favor the peninsula’s Muslim population in the distribution of agricultural land.148

The waqf issue was closely connected with the question of the reintroduction of a mufti, who had traditionally administered religious life in the Crimea. In Imperial Russia, the Crimean muftiate had been of considerable importance to Muslims even beyond the peninsula. The tsarist empire had employed a mufti in Ufa and one in Simferopol and later, for the Muslims of the Caucasus, a Sunni mufti and a Shi‘a shaykh al-Islam in Tiflis. The Crimean muftiate in Simferopol, which comprised the mufti, his deputy, the qadi al-‘askar, and six qadis, was responsible for sermons and prayers, marriages and divorces, inheritances, the administration of mosques and madrasas, and, most importantly, the waqf. The spiritual board of Simferopol, endorsed by the Wehrmacht, functioned in many respects like the muftiate, although it was symbolically less significant and restricted in its influence. Soon, the Simferopol committee suggested to the Germans the restoration of the Crimean muftiate. In his memorandum of 13 December 1942, Jamilov had connected the issue of the reestablishment of the waqf to the question of the muftiate.149 The Simferopol Muslim committee, at the same time, promised that the introduction of a mufti would have a propagandistic impact not only on the “Muslims in Russia” but also on the “entire Muslim world.”150 On another occasion, Muslim leaders promoted the foundation of a muftiate by claiming that the moral revival of the Tatars was possible only through religion.151

The Germans were well aware that the reintroduction of a Crimean mufti would create a powerful new political figure. Nervous about Tatar political activism, army authorities saw the appointment of a supreme religious dignitary as a profound risk. Pleas for the reestablishment of a muftiate initially fell on deaf ears in Berlin. Increasing (and increasingly reciprocal) attempts by both Axis and Allied powers to present themselves as the friends of Islam finally changed German attitudes. In October 1943, when the Soviet government, as part of its relaxation of antireligious activities, created a muftiate in Tashkent, the East Ministry finally advanced a proposal for the establishment of a Crimean muftiate.152 In November, Richard Kornelsen, an official in the East Ministry’s political department, now led by Gottlob Berger, wrote a memorandum about the issue:


In order to effectively counteract Bolshevism which, as the most recent events demonstrate, now also seeks to win influence in the Islamic world, it is imperative that from our side we generously employ all means at our disposal to fight it. The most immediate step is to have the election of the mufti in Tashkent declared invalid and to expose Stalin on the grounds that antireligious Jewish Bolshevism has no moral right, given the treatment of the Mohammedan population of the Soviet Union, to appear as the friend or patron of Islam, that the Mufti of Tashkent is nothing but a puppet in the hands of Moscow, and that the current Stalinist policy toward Islam is only a continuation of the theater that began in 1917.153

Kornelsen’s proposal for a muftiate went well beyond the Crimea, discussing Crimean politics within a broader framework of Islam in the Soviet Union. The rationale was not the local pacification of the Crimea but the instrumentalization of Islam in the war more generally. The most effective countermove, he suggested, would be a congress of Muslim dignitaries representing the Crimea, the Caucasus, Turkestan, and the Volga Ural region. At this congress, he recommended that the German state give solemn recognition to a Crimean Tatar mufti, who would be elected in advance. The congress was to take place in Berlin and to be exploited propagandistically to the utmost. Muslim representatives from areas outside the Soviet Union were to participate as guests. Berger reacted to the proposal with one of his notorious notes in the margins: “Agreed.”154 The approval of Berger, who had also remained chief of the SS Head Office, could be interpreted as an endorsement by the SS.

Quickly, a plan for the establishment of a Crimean muftiate was put to the Wehrmacht. In this memorandum, the East Ministry first claimed that the institution would strengthen Germany’s position on the peninsula, naturally the main concern of the army command in the Crimea, stressing that it was “in the German interest” to have “a trustworthy personality as mufti” who could be used “to influence the Tatar population.”155 Moreover, the mufti was to counteract Stalin’s propaganda: “The election of a Crimean Tatar mufti can, later on, be used by us as a basis for propaganda against the Stalinist policy towards Islam.” Ultimately, the proposal referred to the idea of wider pan-Islamic mobilization, explaining that “the election of a mufti would be of the greatest political and propagandistic significance in its effects both within the Soviet Union and in the Near East.” Working toward Hitler’s well-known sympathies for Muslim mobilization, the memorandum also referred to the “wish of the Führer to make advances toward the Mohammedan peoples.” The memorandum left little room for objections. In its final part, it included some practical suggestions. To keep the process simple, the waqf question was not to be connected to the establishment of the muftiate. Only the heads of the Muslim committees, the heads of the religious boards, and all members of the religious board of the Simferopol committee were to be eligible to vote. The process was to be overseen by the Wehrmacht. The East Ministry had even chosen a suitable candidate for the post: Ahmed Ozenbashli.

Ozenbashli was an unlikely nominee.156 A ruthless careerist, he had played a leading role during the upheavals of the revolution and in the civil war years and had later been employed as an official in the Soviet administration in the Crimea. There, however, he had fallen out with his superiors and had spent some time in a prison and in a labor camp. When the Germans invaded the Soviet Union, he was working as a physician in a practice near Kharkov. Eager to make a career in the post-Soviet Crimea, he had moved to Simferopol and become quite influential within the central Muslim committee. His plans were more ambitious, though. Despite his lack of religious education, Ozenbashli had early claimed the position of mufti and was now vigorously promoting his plan. The military authorities in the Crimea, however, had observed his activities with increasing suspicion. In the end, his efforts to extend the work of the Muslim committees to political issues had offended the SD. Fearing arrest, Ozenbashli had fled the peninsula in early October 1943 and headed to Odessa, from where, with the help of the Romanian secret police, he had gone to Bucharest. Although his escape did not stop the bureaucrats in the East Ministry from putting his name forward, army officials were less enthusiastic about the candidate and, indeed, the entire plan.

Worried that a muftiate would become a breeding ground for political activism, the Wehrmacht command responded sharply to the East Ministry’s plan. “The creation of a regional government on a Mohammedan basis and the formation of a grand muftiate in the Crimea are not contemplated. Nor are there any plans in this respect. They would constitute a break with the hitherto pursued policy,” it responded.157 The military command feared uncontrollable political activity, remarking that “of late the Tatars have proved extremely unreliable.” Internally, the East Ministry’s proposal had caused some consternation and frantic consultations in the Wehrmacht.158 Army officers on the ground had little understanding for such schemes, especially given the “unreliability” of “Ozenbashli and comrades.”159

The SS did not follow a consistent line in the matter. Perhaps unaware of Berger’s endorsement of the muftiate, some SS representatives in the Crimea were also cautious. “The questions of the muftiate are not currently so much in the foreground,” stated an SS report dated 2 February 1944, pointing to the evacuation of large numbers of the Tatar population from partisan territory around the Crimean mountains and the massive recruitment for the army.160 Nonetheless, in some parts of the SS, the mufti question was pursued further. On 5 March 1944, SS-Hauptsturmführer Stoecker, responsible for the Crimean Tatar questions at the SD, along with a number of SS officers from the propaganda section, visited Walter Schumann, the Wehrmacht’s commissioner of Simferopol, to discuss the idea of a Crimean muftiate.161 Schumann expressed reservations. On the ground, Wehrmacht officials had other problems. The Red Army had returned to the peninsula, and the Germans were retreating.

SS officers continued discussing the question of the muftiate to the end of the war. After the Crimea had been reconquered, eager proponents of Islamic mobilization within the SS Head Office began contemplating a general muftiate for all Eastern Turks. The issue was now discussed solely in terms of Islamic mobilization and propaganda and with reference to the morale of Muslim volunteers in the German forces. Reiner Olzscha even consulted Richard Hartmann.162 Hartmann warned that the establishment of one muftiate for all Sunni Muslims of the Soviet Union would concentrate immense power in the hands of one person and also pointed out that there was no qualified candidate available for the post.

In the East Ministry, too, the question of a muftiate remained on the table after the German retreat from the Crimea, and here, too, it was now discussed in more general terms, as an institution for all Eastern Muslims. In the summer of 1944, Berger ordered Gerhard von Mende to speak with al-Husayni about the issue. Again concerns about the establishment of a Soviet muftiate and, more generally, Moscow’s increasing propaganda efforts across the Islamic world dominated the discussion. Mende reported: “In order to successfully counteract Bolshevist propaganda through the installation of a muftiate in Tashkent, the grand mufti would welcome it, if from the German side, experimentally, a muftiate would be established.”163 The foundation of a muftiate for the Crimean Tatars was to be connected to an appeal to all Muslims of the Soviet Union, affirming the Third Reich’s pro-Islamic stance. Again the name of Ozenbashli was put forward. In fact, Mende had already contacted him and asked him to come to Berlin at once. Ozenbashli, however, showed no interest. A Tatar informant, who had been sent by the East Ministry and the Gestapo to Romania in June 1944, had reported that Ozenbashli was willing to come to Germany only if he was certain to be made mufti.164 Disillusioned, Ozenbashli no longer believed in a German victory and now hoped that the British would soon land in Romania. After the Soviet occupation of the country, he was swiftly arrested by Red Army soldiers. Bureaucrats in the East Ministry continued to debate the issue, even drafting a decree for the establishment of an Eastern muftiate.165 In autumn 1944, the political department of the East Ministry reported on the plans in its newsletter: “At the moment negotiations are pending about the foundation of a muftiate. This project is, in regard to its impact, of the utmost importance.”166 As late as March 1945, as the Red Army marched on Berlin, the head of the Tatar section in the ministry, Count Leon Stamati, put forward the idea of a “Crimean muftiate” that would be, “in the tradition of the past,” at the same time “a supreme mufti for all Mohammedans of the Soviet Union.”167 A few days later, Alimjan Idris, too, wrote a report on the foundation of the muftiate. He was more critical. Most of the Muslim prisoners of war he had met were indifferent to a muftiate or were more interested in national independence than religious leadership. They preferred an alliance of Muslim peoples instead of a unified Islamic empire, he explained. Yet, Idris also understood that religious concessions might be the best alternative to national sovereignty. If the Turkic peoples of the East were not to be unified or granted national independence after the war, they should be organized “under a uniform religious organization,” Idris wrote, adding: “If this were the case, the leader of this organization would have to be elected from its own Islamic scholars.”168 The handling of the muftiate question can be seen as an exception to the general line of the East Ministry, which was usually less enthusiastic about the employment of Islam in the East.





Islam and the Civil Administration in the Reich Commissariat Ostland

Berlin was not always cautious when it came to the question of a muftiate. In fact, in their efforts to restore the muftiate, the Crimean Muslims had initially been encouraged by the permission granted to Tatar Muslims in Vilnius to install a mufti in Hinrich Lohse’s Reich Commissariat Ostland.169 The Tatar minorities in Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and Belarus had been among the first Eastern Muslims the Germans had encountered.170 Most of them now lived in the area of the Ostland. Under the protection of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which comprised today’s Poland, Lithuania, and Belarus, Muslim Tatars from the Crimea, the Volga region, and the Caucasus had settled in the area since the fourteenth century. Over the following centuries, they had enjoyed special rights and freedom of faith, forming a distinctive Muslim culture, as reflected, for instance, in the picturesque wooden mosques of Kruszyniany and Bohoniki. After the Soviet invasion of Poland and Lithuania in 1939, Moscow deported many Muslim Tatars, especially those of Lithuania and Belarus, to Siberia. Islam was suppressed. Mosques were destroyed, turned into warehouses, or used for other purposes, like the mosque of Kaunas, which was turned into a public library. Contemporary observers in the United States and Britain were convinced that the suppression of Islam continued under German rule.171 Yet, the reality was more complex. As in other parts of the Eastern territories, Nazi authorities attempted to promote Germany as the liberator of Islam.

In contrast to the Crimea and the Caucasus, Muslim life in the Ostland fell mainly under the control of the East Ministry.172 Islam had no special status but was usually regulated by the East Ministry along with other religions. In May 1942, for instance, Rosenberg’s general instructions about religion to the civil administration in the Ostland and the Ukraine emphasized that among the tolerated religious groups and organizations was “the Mohammedan population.”173 A year later, he instructed the civil administration in the occupied territories, as well as state, party, and army, on the dates of Islamic religious holidays on which Muslim workers in all occupied territories were to be exempt from duty.174 Rosenberg specifically mentioned the celebrations of Mawlid, Uraza Bairam, and Qurban Bairam, which were celebrated respectively on 19 March, 1 October, and 8 December of that year. Finally, Rosenberg instructed the local command in Muslim areas to consider—“after consulting the leading local Mohammedan cleric”—turning the Islamic New Year on 28 December 1943, into a holiday. Wherever the military-economic situation made such breaks impossible, Rosenberg advised local officers to communicate restrictions to religious holidays through religious intermediaries or, as he put it, “the leading Mohammedan clerics.”

In practice, these policies were welcomed by many of the Muslims of the Ostland. At least this was the impression of Werner Otto von Hentig.175 Similarly, a prominent Crimean exile politician, Edige Mustafa Kirimal, who visited the area in early 1942, reported to the East Ministry that the Muslims were “thankful” to the Third Reich for their “liberation from the Bolshevik hell.”176 They had reopened their mosques and could enjoy full religious freedom. Both Hentig and Kirimal observed that, favored by the German administration, many Muslims were employed in the civil administration and in the local police forces.

In Riga, the local mullah, Shakir Eriss, who had run a Turkish café before being elected imam of Riga in the 1920s, assured the German authorities of his “greatest gratitude” for having been given “permission to hold common and public sermons again, which many Mohammedans have not been free to experience during the 25 years of Communist rule.”177 The Soviet era had been the “culmination” of a long history of anti-Muslim suppression by the Russian central state, he explained, adding: “Communism treated the hallowed principles of Islam with complete disrespect.” Yet, Eriss claimed that Muslim culture had been preserved within families. Eriss was described by the authorities of the Reich Commissariat as “absolutely pro-German.”178 He was also made imam of the numerous Muslim prisoners of war who were concentrated in Latvia and worked in labor units in Riga, Dünaburg (Daugavpils), and Wenden (Cēsis).179 Eriss would eventually go so far as to suggest the establishment of Muslim units within the Wehrmacht—“Mohammedan units only under German officers and with Mohammedan symbols”—obviously unaware that recruitment of Muslims had already started.180 Though eager to collaborate wherever he could, Eriss’s activities were mainly limited to the Riga region. A more significant role in Islamic affairs in the Ostland (and beyond) was played by his colleague in Vilnius.

In early 1942, the Germans, more specifically Adrian von Renteln, Rosenberg’s sinister general commissioner of Lithuania, officially endorsed Jakub Szynkiewicz as the mufti of Lithuania (Figure 4.5).181 Based in Vilnius, where most Lithuanian Tatars lived, Szynkiewicz now led the so-called Lithuanian muftiate. He would soon try to expand his influence to other parts of the Reich Commissariat and, indeed, is usually referred to in German documents as the mufti of the Ostland.182 Szynkiewicz left no doubt about his unconditional loyalty to Hitler’s Germany. “We firmly believe that God will help Germany to exterminate Bolshevism and to establish a new order in all of Russia,” he wrote to his old acquaintance Alimjan Idris in Berlin, as this was the only opportunity “for our Mohammedan brothers” in the East “to free themselves from the Russian yoke.”183 In his mid-forties and stateless, Szynkiewicz had long-standing contacts with Germany and had actually been educated in Berlin.184 Having also enjoyed the trust of the Polish government, he had served as mufti of Poland in the interwar period.185 The Polish government, after the First World War, had founded a muftiate in Vilnius for the Tatar Muslims of the entire region, who had previously been nominally subordinate to the tsarist muftiate of the Crimea. In the interwar period, Szynkiewicz had presided over Poland’s seventeen mosques and three prayer houses. He had been very active, publishing prayer books, instructions for imams, and texts on Islamic theology in Arabic and Polish. Fluent in a number of Middle Eastern languages, he had visited the Hijaz, Palestine, Syria, Turkey, Bulgaria, and Bosnia, been received by King Fuad in Cairo, mingled with Islamic leaders like al-Husayni and Shakib Arslan, and represented his community at all pan-Islamic congresses of the 1920s and 1930s.
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4.5  The mufti of the Ostland: Mufti Jakub Suleyman Szynkiewicz in his office (NAC).


Jakub Szynkiewicz was the uncle of Edige Szynkiewicz, better known as Edige Kirimal, whose father was Lithuanian.186 According to Kirimal, Szynkiewicz also enjoyed a very positive reputation among Crimean Tatars. Indeed, the Tatar minorities of the Baltic, Belarus, and Poland had traditionally maintained close links with the Muslim Tatars of the Crimea. It was therefore not surprising that the question of establishing a Crimean muftiate was revitalized in 1942 when news spread about the founding of a muftiate in the Reich Commissariat Ostland.187 Even the head of the Wehrmacht administration of the Crimea complained that the question of a muftiate in Vilnius and in Simferopol had not been settled consistently. Obviously, regarding the East Ministry’s policies in the Ostland, the civil and the military administrations had not communicated with each other on such important political issues, he criticized.188 Considering the links between the communities, Richard Kornelsen, for his part, ultimately even contemplated evacuating the Crimean Tatars to Lithuania: “One must also consider whether it would be advantageous to bring a part of the Crimean Tatars to the Ostland (Vilnius area).”189

In practice, the muftiate of the Ostland was also likely to affect the small group of Muslims, no more than 7,000, in wartime Poland, as the Polish Muslim population had always formed one community with the Muslims in Lithuania. In fact, some reports suggest that Szynkiewicz also acted as the mufti of Muslims of the General Government.190 In Warsaw, the Germans installed a pro-German imam who had no Polish Tatar background to replace the al-Azhar-educated imam of Warsaw, Ali Woronowicz. During the German-Soviet invasion, Woronowicz was on a visit to Eastern Poland, where he was arrested by the Red Army and later deported. Although the Muslims in the General Government were few in number, the Germans were well aware of their political significance. Berlin cautiously monitored Allied propaganda in the Middle East, which portrayed Axis forces as desecrators of Polish mosques and reported that the Muslims of Poland had become the subject of particular maltreatment because German troops equated them with Jews.191





Realities of War and Soviet Responses

Allied propaganda reports claiming that the Germans treated Polish Muslims like Jews may not have been entirely invented. Trained in racial terms and stirred up by propaganda defaming the “Asiatic” peoples of the Soviet Union as subhuman beings, ordinary German soldiers were not prepared for dealing with Muslims in the East. In the early months of the Barbarossa campaign, in the front areas, many Muslims, specifically prisoners of war, were executed by SS squads on the assumption that the fact that they were circumcised proved that they were Jews.192 In the summer of 1941, at a high-level conference of the High Command of the Wehrmacht, SD, and East Ministry, under the chairmanship of General Hermann Reinecke, Colonel Erwin von Lahousen, who represented the head of the military intelligence service, Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, became embroiled in a fierce argument with Gestapo chief Heinrich Müller, “Gestapo-Müller,” about these executions. In particular, the selection of hundreds of Muslims, possibly Crimean Tatars, who had been “conveyed to special treatment” because they were taken for Jews, was brought up. Müller calmly acknowledged that some mistakes had been made in this respect. It was the first time, he claimed, that he had heard that Muslims, too, were circumcised. On 12 September 1941, Reinhard Heydrich sent out a directive, cautioning the SS Task Forces to be more careful. The “circumcision” and “Jewish appearance” of the Turkic Muslims did not constitute sufficient “proof of Jewish descent,” he explained.193 Muslims were not to be confused with Jews. On the eve of the summer campaign, in May 1942, the East Ministry issued a decree on the identification of “Jews” in the occupied Eastern territories clarifying that only in the Western Russian areas should circumcision be seen as a marker of Jewishness.194 “In those regions, though, in which Mohammedans exist we will not be able to base the Jewishness of the person on the circumcision alone.” In Muslim areas, other characteristics like names, origins, and ethnic appearance had to be taken into account.

On the southern fringes of the Soviet Union, however, German killing squads still had difficulty distinguishing Muslims from Jews. When the Einsatzgruppe D began murdering the Jewish population of the Caucasus and the Crimea, it encountered a special situation with regard to three Jewish communities that had long lived closely alongside the Muslim population: the Karaites and Krymchaks in the Crimea and the Judeo-Tats, also known as “Mountain Jews,” in the northern Caucasus.195 In the Crimea, SS officials were puzzled when they encountered the Turkic-speaking Karaites and Krymchaks. Following a meeting with Ohlendorf in Simferopol in December 1941, two Wehrmacht officers, Oberkriegsverwaltungsrat Fritz Donner and Major Ernst Seifert, reported that it was interesting to note that “a large part of these Jews on the Crimea is of the Mohammedan faith,” while there were also “Near Eastern racial groups of a non-Semitic character, who, strangely, have adopted the Jewish faith.”196 The Germans’ confusion about the classification of Karaites and Krymchaks, who were, in fact, both of Jewish faith, was striking. In the end, the Karaites were classified as ethnically Turkic and spared, whereas the Krymchaks were considered ethnically Jewish and killed. According to Walter Groß, the Karaites were spared because of their close relations with the allied Muslim Tatars.197 A few hundred Karaites were even recruited into the Crimean Tatar volunteer units.198 In the Caucasus, the Judeo-Tats took their case to the Nalchik regional committee, which promptly raised the issue with the army staff. SS-Oberführer Walther Bierkamp, now head of the Einsatzgruppe D, told Bräutigam that when he had personally visited the “Mountain Jews” in the Nalchik area, they had been extremely hospitable.199 Bierkamp found that, aside from their religion, they had nothing in common with Jews. Conversely, he recognized Islamic influence, as the Tats also practiced polygamous relationships. Bierkamp ordered that these peoples were not to be touched and that in place of “Mountain Jews” the term “Tats” was to be used.200

As the Germans began screening the occupied territories of the Soviet Union for the Roma population, they soon also encountered many Muslim Roma.201 Indeed, the majority of the Roma in the Crimea was Islamic.202 They had for centuries assimilated with the Tatars, who now showed remarkable solidarity with their Muslim coreligionists. Shortly after their foundation, the Muslim committees had apparently sent petitions to the Germans, asking for the protection of the Muslim Roma. An article about them, published in Azat Kirim on 27 March 1942, explained that the group distinguished itself from the ordinary “gypsies” in its “language, rituals and manners” and was ethnically related to “Iranian tribes.”203 Backed by the Tatars, many Muslim Roma pretended to be Tatars to escape deportation and death. Islam, too, was employed to this end. A remarkable example was the roundup of Roma in Simferopol in December 1941, when the captured tried to use Islamic symbols to convince the Germans that their arrest was a mistake. An eyewitness noted in his diary:


The gypsies arrived en masse on carriages at the Talmud-Thora Building. For some reason, they raised a green flag, the symbol of Islam, high and put a mullah at the head of their procession. The gypsies tried to convince the Germans that they were not gypsies; some claimed to be Tatars, others to be Turkmens. But their protests were disregarded and they were all put into the great building.204

In the end, many Muslim Roma were murdered. Nevertheless, as the Germans had trouble distinguishing Muslim Roma from Muslim Tatars, some—around 30 percent—survived, and, as with the Karaites, a number of Muslim Roma were even recruited into German Tatar auxiliary units. During his interrogation at the Einsatzgruppen trial, when asked about the persecution of “gypsies” in the Crimea, Ohlendorf explained that the screening had been complicated by the fact that many Roma and the Crimean Tatars had shared the same religion: “That was the difficulty, because some of the gypsies—if not all of them—were Moslems, and for that reason we attached a great amount of importance [to the issue] to not getting into difficulties with the Tartars and, therefore, people were employed in this task who knew the places and the people.”205

Among the Muslims of the Caucasus and Crimea, initial hopes for better treatment, encouraged by the Germans, were soon shattered. Many increasingly recognized that the Germans were simply conquerors using them as instruments for realizing their own plans. In spite of all German efforts to make religious concessions and stage colorful spectacles to win over the Muslims of the Caucasus and the Crimea, everyday life would often be characterized by the violent realities of the war. Romanian troops showed little respect for Islam from the outset. From the Caucasus front, German officers reported to the headquarters of Army Group A on the “unfavorable effects” of the “conduct of the Romanian allies” toward Muslims.206 In Berlin, Quartermaster-General Eduard Wagner, in his notes for a meeting with Hitler, wrote that he had had the “worst possible experiences” with Romanian soldiers in the Caucasus, reporting on “lootings” and “abuse,” which would cause the “strongest reactions” among the Muslims in particular.207 In the Crimea, Romanian authorities regularly favored the Orthodox population over Muslims in areas under their occupation. Romanian Orthodox field priests, who came with the Romanian occupation troops, even attempted to actively influence religious life in the Crimea.208 Concerned about their own policy line, German army officers finally stepped in to curb the activities of their ally’s clerics.

Yet, as the occupation continued, the attitudes of German officials in the Crimea toward the Muslim population cooled.209 Toward the end of the war, the Germans were increasingly concerned about the infiltration of Tatar settlements by partisans and responded with violence. Between December 1943 and January 1944, the Luftwaffe dropped firebombs on more than one hundred mountain villages in the southern and inner Crimea, according to Kirimal.210 In early 1944, the Crimean Tatar villages Argin, Baksan, and Kazal were razed to the ground by the Germans. Looting, physical maltreatment, and discrimination spread into the Muslim areas. In the Caucasus the situation was not much better.211 The army’s supply lines were unstable, and German soldiers often did not follow orders about food acquisitions and payments. In nursing homes, hospitals, orphanages, and sanatoria, including those in Kislovodsk, sick and disabled persons were abused and killed to increase food provisions. Paranoid about partisan activities, German troops shot hundreds (thousands, according to some estimates) of civilians during the short period of the occupation.212 The destruction in the northern Caucasus was immense. “It is unimaginable, what values were destroyed here,” a German soldier wrote to his parents during the retreat from the Caucasus: “Only who saw and sees it with his own eyes, can believe it.”213

Soviet responses to Germany’s Islam campaign in the East were twofold. On the one hand, there was a shift in the Kremlin’s policy toward Islam, reflected in a number of religious concessions and propaganda that appealed to the religious sentiments of Soviet Muslims.214 After all, tens of thousands of Muslims fought in the Red Army, many of them from the Crimea and the Caucasus.215 Just after the German invasion, Abdurrahman Rasulaev, who was appointed by the Kremlin as the mufti of Ufa, called on the Muslims of the Soviet Union “to rise up in defense of their native land, to pray in the mosques for the victory of the Red Army and to give their blessing to their sons, fighting in a just cause.”216 Hitler was out “to exterminate the Moslem faith,” he warned. A few weeks later, Rasulaev declared that the “Islamic masses have arisen” to fight the German invaders.217 “The Islamic civilization which is to be found all over the world is to-day menaced with destruction by the German Fascist bands unless the Moslems of the world stand up to it and fight,” he warned. And in September 1941 he urged the Soviet Muslims “to defend our country in the name of religion.”218 “In mosques and in private prayers pray to God to help defeat the enemy of the Red Army.” In his sixties, Rasulaev, son of a renowned Muslim dignitary and member of a distinguished Bashkir family, became Stalin’s most important propagandist in the Muslim areas of the Soviet Union and beyond. On 15 May 1942, his authority as head of all Soviet Muslims was confirmed at a Soviet Muslim congress in Ufa. Islamic dignitaries used the occasion to give accounts of German atrocities against the Muslims in the Crimea. The Germans were accused of having “wrecked mosques,” “removed holy symbols,” “banned public prayers,” and “outraged national and religious customs in every imaginable way.”219 Gradually Moscow set up an extensive religious administration for its Muslim subjects, centered on the so-called spiritual directorates. The first one was the central directorate headed by Rasulaev in Ufa. In October 1943, at the Muslim congress in Tashkent, a spiritual directorate for the Sunni Muslim population of Central Asia and Kazakhstan was founded under the revered eighty-two-year-old Uzbek mufti Ishan Babakhan.220 The following year, the Kremlin created a spiritual directorate for the Sunnis of the North Caucasus, based in Buynaksk under Mufti Khizri Gebekov, and one for the Shi‘ites of Azerbaijan, led by Shaykh al-Islam Akhund Agha Alizade in Baku. Shi‘a dignitaries elected Alizade, who had been trained in Shi‘a theology in Karbala and Najaf in the 1890s, at a congress in Baku in May 1944 and sent a message of allegiance to Stalin, addressing him as the “God-sent and wise head of the Soviet government.”221 “May Allah light the victorious path of our fighters and help them clear the Fascist filth for ever from the earth!,” they proclaimed. Ironically, Rasulaev, Gebekov, Babakhan, and Alizade had all experienced imprisonment, exile, or both before Stalin decided to employ them in his war effort. Desperate for total military mobilization, Soviet propagandists appealed to the religious feelings of Muslims and called for jihad against the German invaders. Stalin was praised as the patron of Islam. The Germans were condemned as the most ruthless enemies of Muslims and their faith. Rasulaev’s directorate in Ufa distributed pamphlets in Uzbek, Turkmen, Tajik, and Persian, commanding the faithful, in the words of the Qur’an, to “kill the enemy wheresoever thou findest him.”222 On 31 October 1942, when the struggle for the Caucasus reached its height, the entire second page of Pravda was printed in Turkic, with a Russian translation opposite, declaring: “Behold the fate of the Moslem peoples of the Crimea and the Caucasus; their peaceful villages are being burned and looted by the Germans.”223 Soviet propaganda would eventually even draw on the memories of Imam Shamil’s holy war. The Muslims of Dagestan, Soviet newspapers announced, contributed 25 million rubles for a tank column named “Shamil.”224 In the reopened mosques across the Soviet Union, imams were to open their sermons with a fixed formula: “Soviet authority is given by Allah. Therefore everyone who turns against Soviet authority turns against Allah and Muhammad, his Prophet.”225

The Kremlin’s policy toward its Islamic population also had a harsher side. Stalin reacted with brutal measures to what he perceived as open collaboration of Muslims in the Crimea and the Caucasus with the enemy. During the war, Soviet propaganda not only portrayed the Crimean Tatars as misled by traitors, offering them full amnesty if they changed sides, but also called for the fight against Muslim collaborators.226 In the last weeks of the German occupation in the Eastern Muslim territories, panic broke out. Many Muslims in the Crimea and the Caucasus decided to escape with the Germans. A trek of North Caucasians followed the retreat of the German army. Tens of thousands, the OSS reported, left the Caucasus with the Germans.227 Describing the “endless columns, which move westward,” the Völkischer Beobachter compared the situation to the strategic population relocations during the nineteenth-century ghazawat.228 In the Crimea, Tatar leaders tried to convince the German authorities to evacuate at least some of the most prominent Muslim collaborators.229 They even sought help from al-Husayni in Berlin. Appealing to the Palestinian as “the religious leader of the Mohammedan world that marches alongside Germany,” they warned about the looming physical annihilation of the Crimean Muslims.230 But the toothless mufti was in no position to help. The Germans were preoccupied with pulling out their own troops. Eventually, only a small number of Muslims, among them many members of the Simferopol Muslim committee, most notably its former head, Eredzhep Qursaidov, and the leader of the religious board, Alimseit Jamilov, managed to flee the peninsula by plane or boat.231 Those Crimean Muslims who ended up in Germany appealed, with the help of al-Husayni, to the Germans to be settled in the same region so that they could live together and raise their children in the Islamic way.232

After the German withdrawal from the Caucasus and the Crimea, Stalin deported those Muslims (together with Christian Volga Germans and Buddhist Kalmyks) whom he perceived as traitors.233 On 17 and 18 May 1944, the entire Muslim Tatar population of the Crimea was forcibly transferred to Central Asia and Kazakhstan. Following the Soviet conquest of the Crimea in April, many Crimean Muslims deemed collaborators were executed by NKVD cadres. In the Muslim quarters of Simferopol, the streets were lined with bodies hanging from telephone poles and trees. In the Caucasus, Soviet authorities charged the Karachais, the Balkars, and the Chechens and Ingush with high treason. In the case of the Balkars, the Qurban Bairam celebration served, in fact, as evidence to support the charge of treason.234 In November 1943 the entire Karachai population was brought to Central Asia and Kazakhstan. In early March 1944 the Balkars were deported to Kazakhstan and Kirgizia. Even though Chechnya-Ingushetia had never been fully occupied by the Germans, the scattered anti-Soviet uprisings in the region had provoked anger in the Kremlin. The Chechens and Ingush were deported in late February 1944. Bidding farewell to their homes, some whispered the words of prayer “La ilaha illa Allah” (There is no god but Allah).235





CHAPTER FIVE


Islam and the Battle for the Balkans


Advancing into the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in the spring of 1941, German troops were surprised by the enthusiastic welcome they received from large parts of the Muslim population. Anton Bossi Fedrigotti, liaison officer of the Foreign Office to Maximilian von Weichs’s invading Second Army, reported that the soldiers had been utterly astonished to be jubilantly greeted by the Muslims, though he quickly explained that this reaction was “only natural” as the Muslims had always been the fiercest opponents of the Orthodox Serbs who had dominated the country.1 In Sarajevo, Fedrigotti noted, Islamic leaders had called on their followers to decorate the streets with flags to express their joy at the German invasion.2 The day after the occupation of the city, a Muslim crowd cheered as the Germans tore down the plaque commemorating the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Afterward, they participated in a German military parade that took place along the banks of the Miljacka. “The entire mood of the Muslim population on this day demonstrated that here, too, far away from Germany, exists a tremendous adoration for the Führer,” Fedrigotti wrote. A few days later, on the occasion of Hitler’s birthday, Muslim leaders organized mass rallies and celebratory prayers in the mosques, to which the German military authorities were invited.3 To be sure, German reports about the enthusiasm of the Muslim population need to be read with caution. The Germans could record only what they saw, and those Muslims who were opposed to Axis aggression stayed silent or expressed their concerns in private. But although the attitudes of the Muslims toward the invasion can hardly be generalized, most felt little loyalty to the collapsing kingdom (Figures 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3).

The Muslims of the region had, for most of their history, enjoyed special rights and a certain level of autonomy in their religious life and organizations, first under the Ottomans, then, from 1878, under the Habsburg monarchy, and, after 1918, in the Yugoslav kingdom. And yet, Yugoslav rule had quickly proven to be less tolerant than that of its imperial predecessors.4 Although Muslims under the leadership of Mehmed Spaho, head of the powerful Yugoslav Muslim Organization (Jugoslovenska Muslimanska Organizacija), had retained much of their religious autonomy in the interwar period, most felt repressed under Orthodox Serbian hegemony (as did many Catholic Croats) and, in 1941, welcomed the fall of Yugoslavia.
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5.1  German soldiers and Muslims in Sarajevo after the fall of Yugoslavia, 1941 (Archive of the Historical Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sarajevo).


German authorities initially made few attempts to engage with the Muslim population in the Balkans.5 In fact, Hitler did not intend to get involved in the Muslim territories when dissolving the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in the spring of 1941. While German troops occupied Serbia, the Muslim areas fell under the administration of the Italians (Montenegro, including the Sandžak of Novi Pazar), the Bulgarians (Macedonia), and, most importantly, the newly created Croatian Ustaša state (Bosnia and Herzegovina), which governed the majority of the Muslims of the former Yugoslav kingdom. It was the escalation of the war in late 1942 that would eventually lead to German political involvement with the Muslims of the region.
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5.2  German soldiers on the streets of Sarajevo, 1941 (Ullstein).
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5.3  German soldiers talking to Muslim women in Sarajevo, 1941 (Ullstein).


The Ustaša regime, with its fascist vision of a Catholic Croatia, soon proved to have little respect for its Muslim subjects. And yet, while murdering Jews and persecuting Orthodox Serbs, Ante Pavelić, Poglavnik of the Independent State of Croatia, did at least formally try to accommodate the Muslim population. He made Islam the second state religion, and Ustaša officials declared the Muslims to be “the flower of the Croatian people.”6 The regime also employed a number of Islamic leaders, most prominently perhaps Ismet Muftić, the mufti of Zagreb, who became a vigorous promoter of the Ustaša state and, officially at least, sustained shari‘a (šeriat in Bosnian) courts, madrasas, and waqf (vakuf in Bosnian) properties. In the center of Zagreb, the new government even opened the colossal Poglavnik Mosque (Poglavnikova Džamija) (Figures 5.4 and 5.5). Before long, however, the Muslim population was caught in the crossfire of a bitter civil war.
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5.4  The Poglavnik Mosque, converted from the Ivan Meštrović Art Pavilion, in Zagreb, 1944 (Archive of the Croatian Historical Museum, Zagreb).
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5.5  Ali Aganović, Ante Pavelić, Ismet Muftić, and Siegfried Kasche at the opening of the Zagreb Mosque, 1944 (Archive of the Croatian Historical Museum, Zagreb).


From early 1942, the Balkans became increasingly engulfed in a severe conflict between the Croatian regime, Communist partisans, and Orthodox Serbian Četniks.7 The partisans, led by the former Habsburg soldier and Bolshevik revolutionary Josip Broz, better known as Tito, clashed with both Ustaša troops and Četniks. The Četnik movement, which under Dragoljub “Draža” Mihailović fought for a restoration of the monarchy and a Greater Serbia, waged war not only against Ustaša troops and Catholic villages but also against Tito’s partisans. The Muslim population was repeatedly attacked by all three parties. Ustaša authorities had employed Muslim army units to fight Tito’s partisans and Četnik militias, and had used them to control Serbian Orthodox areas. Soon Muslim villages became the object of retaliatory attacks by both partisans and Četniks. Particularly violent were the Četnik reprisals against Muslims in East and South Bosnia and in parts of Herzegovina, where Ustaša authority had always been unstable. Mihailović burned down entire villages. His men became feared for killing Muslims by cutting their throats. Estimates of the number of Muslim victims grew into the tens of thousands. Despite Pavelić’s warm words for Islam, Ustaša authorities overall did little to prevent these massacres. Even worse, in areas where Muslim leaders engaged in local cease-fire agreements with Četnik and partisan commanders, Catholic Ustaša units responded by repressing the Muslim population. German military reports pointed to the mounting discord between the Muslims and the Croatian state.8 More and more Muslim leaders in Bosnia and Herzegovina pleaded for independence. Attempts to build Muslim militias for self-defense were, on the whole, a failure. As an ultima ratio, some leading Muslim representatives turned to the Germans. In a memorandum of 1 November 1942, addressed to Hitler, they asked for Muslim autonomy under a German protectorate in Bosnia and Herzegovina.9 Bemoaning the plight of the Muslim population, they railed against the Catholic Church, Četnik Orthodoxy, and Communist partisans while professing their “love and loyalty” for Hitler.10 Remarkably, the Muslims tried to employ pan-Islamic references to strengthen their case, emphasizing that the Bosnian Muslims were an integral part of the “300 million Muslims” in the world and that they were willing to align themselves with the Axis against “Judaism, Freemasonry, Bolshevism, and the English exploiters.” They also referred to other “suppressed Islamic peoples” whose leaders had sought protection from the German regime.11

The Germans were in a dilemma. Berlin accepted the Ustaša state and its rule over the Muslim territories of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Hitler had sent only diplomatic and military representatives to Zagreb, most importantly the Austrian Nazi veteran General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau, accredited as the Wehrmacht’s representative in Croatia, and SA-Obergruppenführer Siegfried Kasche, Germany’s envoy in Zagreb. Kasche had little sympathy for the Muslims and would, until the end, support the Ustaša regime. Although he believed in the political significance of Islam and had, in fact, repeatedly warned of the global implications—or “resonances in the Islamic world,” as he once put it—of Germany’s policy toward the Muslims in southeastern Europe, he was well aware that his own political influence, as the German envoy in Croatia, was tied to the stability of the Ustaša regime.12

In practice, however, the situation was changing.13 From autumn 1942, as parts of the Croatian state, particularly Bosnia and Herzegovina, seemed to be spinning out of control, German troops became increasingly involved in the Muslim territories. All operational areas were subsumed under German military command, forcing Pavelić to give up de facto sovereignty of parts of Croatia. In late 1942, Horstenau was forced to share power with General Rudolf Lüters, who became commander of the German troops in Croatia. In early 1943, a major offensive was launched against all insurgents in central Croatia, Bosnia, and Herzegovina. Soon the SS would also become involved. In late March 1943, Himmler sent SS-Brigadeführer Konstantin Kammerhofer to Zagreb as the official SS commissioner on the spot. Kammerhofer had limited respect for either Ustaša authorities or the German envoy, Kasche. Ignoring all complaints, he instantly put parts of North Croatia under the authority of the SS. Convinced that the SS would be more effective than the wavering Ustaša security forces, the Wehrmacht did not resist. Kasche was increasingly sidelined and isolated. By the end of 1943, the SS had further strengthened its influence. Between spring and autumn 1944, it practically ruled the Muslim areas within Sava, Drina, Spreča, and Bosna.

Less concerned than Kasche and the Foreign Office about Ustaša authority, the Wehrmacht and, more importantly, the SS saw the Muslims as useful allies. Military reports and internal papers regularly referred to the alleged pro-German attitude of the Balkan Muslims and to their impact on the wider Muslim world. It was the pan-Islamic character of the Muslims, Rudolf Lüters wrote in a report in spring 1943, that provoked the Četniks. “It is especially the apparently supranational, religiously determined behavior which angers the Serb with his overarching national pride.”14 A Wehrmacht commander who would brief German troops fighting in Bosnia emphasized not only the pro-German attitude of the Muslims but also that the “950,000 Muslims” of Bosnia and Herzegovina “know very well that they represent the some 500,000,000 Mohammedans to the Greater German Reich and the Axis.”15 German support for the Muslim population would therefore have a propagandistic effect on “other Mohammedan countries.” These views were shared by officers in the SS intelligence and by other German officials on the ground.16 It was a set of reasons—the idea of a pro-German attitude of the Muslim population as well as considerations of their alleged significance within the wider Islamic world—which prompted the Wehrmacht and the SS to seek cooperation with the Muslims when trying to pacify the region from early 1943 on.

Soon, as the German military stepped up its operations in the Balkans, the Wehrmacht and the SS extended this policy to Muslims in areas occupied by the Italians. In early 1943, German troops got involved in the Sandžak area, the Muslim mountain belt between Montenegro and Serbia, which was formally under the rule of the Italians, who had, as the civil war escalated, turned a blind eye to Četnik massacres of the Muslim population. The German army command immediately ordered the soldiers to treat only the Muslims as allies, while encouraging them to act ruthlessly toward the rest of the population.17 In autumn 1943, when Italy changed fronts and withdrew from the Balkans, the Sandžak was formally taken over by German troops. Moreover, the Muslim majority of Albania, which included Kosovo and had been under Italian occupation since 1939, now also came under the control of the Germans, who installed a puppet regime in the country.18 In the Epirus area of northwestern Greece, which bordered Albania and had been under Italian rule as well, German military authorities sought cooperation with the Albanian Muslim Cham minority, which provided militias to pacify the region.19 German involvement in these territories was overseen by Hermann Neubacher, as Hitler’s plenipotentiary for southeastern Europe responsible for Albania, Montenegro, Serbia, and Greece and an ardent supporter himself of an alliance with the Muslims of the Balkans.

As usual, Hitler fully endorsed German courtship of the Muslims. Neubacher, who regularly discussed the situation in southeastern Europe at the Führer Headquarters, recalled after the war that Hitler had firmly supported a “positive Muslim policy” (positive Muselmanenpolitik) in the region.20 According to Neubacher, Hitler’s view of the Muslims in the Balkans was also influenced by considerations about pan-Islamic implications. Discussing “the political significance of Balkan Islam in regard to the Middle East,” Neubacher had tried to explain the connection to Hitler in terms easy to understand: “When you strike a Sandžak Muslim, a student in Cairo reacts!” Such arguments resonated with Hitler, who was apparently so impressed by the phrase that he soon used it himself. Years after the war, Neubacher would reaffirm these views, asserting that the fate of the Muslims of the Balkans was closely monitored by believers throughout the Islamic world.21

Indeed, when strategically mapping the region, the Germans defined the Muslims primarily in terms of religion.22 This was to a certain extent a consequence of the situation on the ground. With ethnic and linguistic distinctions being marginal, religion had long been a principal marker of communal difference in the Balkans. Confessional bonds, be they Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Jewish, or Muslim, were strong. Although of course none of these communities was homogeneous and the lines between them were not impermeable, they shaped the social and political landscape across the region. Even in an age of shattering empires and rising nation-states, most Muslims, both in the urban centers and among the rural population, continued to see themselves primarily as “Muslims.” While some had embraced national affiliations (such as “Croatian” or even “Serbian”), and many would also emphasize their regional (such as “Bosnian” or “Herzegovinian”) or urban identities (such as “Sarajevan” or “Zagrebian”), religious loyalties (as “Muslims”) remained crucial. Furthermore, religion had a political meaning, with religious leaders and institutions exerting significant political influence. In the conflicts of the Second World War, the political-confessional divisions came most radically to the fore, and the Germans eagerly fueled and instrumentalized them for their political and military aims.

In effect, religion became crucial to Germany’s policy toward Muslims in the region. In their attempts to seek Muslim support, the German army command and, more importantly, the SS made significant efforts to employ religiously charged propaganda and to engage with religious dignitaries and leaders on the ground. More generally, German officials frequently discussed these policies toward Islam in the Balkans with reference to Germany’s campaigns for Islamic mobilization in other parts of the world. Focusing on Bosnia, Herzegovina, and the Sandžak, the following pages examine the ways in which German officials promoted the Third Reich as the protector of Islam in the Balkans. These efforts began in spring 1943, when the SS initiated the foundation of a Muslim SS division, which is discussed in the final part of the book, and sent the mufti of Jerusalem on an extended propaganda tour across the Balkans.




The Tour of the Mufti

In late March and early April 1943, the SS sent Amin al-Husayni, who had been increasingly preoccupied with propaganda and consultancy work for the SS, on a tour of the Muslim-populated territories of the Ustaša state.23 Carefully staged by the SS Head Office, the spectacle marked the beginning of Germany’s campaign to win Muslim support in the region and to mobilize the male population into the German army. Al-Husayni’s role as an Islamic figure was to bestow religious legitimacy on the German war effort. His task was to promote support for Germany among the Muslim population and negotiate with local Muslim leaders, clerics, and warlords. Berlin thereby adhered to the conception (fostered by al-Husayni himself) that the mufti was comparable to an Islamic pope, whose words would have authority among pious Muslims around the world. The employment of the Palestinian religious leader not only reflected the idea of global Islamic solidarity but also underlined the religious character of German efforts to win Muslim support in the Balkans.

Greedy for influence, al-Husayni had boasted in a conversation with Gottlob Berger about his great influence throughout the entire Muslim world.24 The cause of Muslims in southeastern Europe, he claimed, had long been his special interest. Indeed, when visiting Rome in 1942, the mufti had already received a delegation of Islamic dignitaries led by the mufti of Mostar, Omer Džabić, a proponent of a Muslim state in the Balkans.25 A large deputation of Yugoslav Muslims had also participated in the Muslim congress in Jerusalem in 1931, where some had established ties with al-Husayni.26 Among many Muslims in the Balkans, the Arab mufti enjoyed remarkable respect. As early as August 1942, Osvit, a major Muslim newspaper in Sarajevo, had published an interview with al-Husayni that had aroused interest both in Croatia and among German officials.27 Osvit remarked that the mufti had become the spearhead and protector of millions of oppressed Muslims. Al-Husayni affirmed Hitler’s and Germany’s amity for Islam and claimed that the Muslim world stood entirely on the side of Germany, Japan, and their allies. The British Empire would be fought until its collapse, just like Russia, which had been an enemy of Islam for centuries—Islam was the natural enemy of the Communist doctrine, he insisted. “Recently, the Führer confirmed to me that Germany follows with great interest the fight of the Islamic world against its oppressors and does not intend to enslave or suppress any Islamic country.”28 The victory of the Axis would be the victory of the Islamic peoples. In the autumn of that year, the Völkischer Beobachter reported that al-Husayni donated 15,000 lira to the Muslims of the Balkans.29

Officers of the SS Head Office planned the tour down to the minutest detail and prepared the mufti well in advance.30 He was, of course, limited to playing a representational role. Berger had assured the mufti that he supported him “not only for practical reasons” but “from a full heart.” Yet he made no secret of his practical intentions, adding that the SS would “not believe in promises” but wanted to have “proof” on the spot. On 30 March 1943, the Junkers 52 of Kurt Max Franz Daluege, head of the Order Police (Ordnungspolizei, or Orpo for short), crossed the Alps.31 On board were the mufti and a number of SS officers, most importantly SS-Sturmbannführer Schulte and SS-Untersturmführer Rempel of the SS Head Office and SS-Hauptsturmführer Hermann, representing the SS Reich Security Head Office. Moreover, two Gestapo officers accompanied the mufti, as well as a pistol sniper.32 The tour took two weeks. After visiting Zagreb (1–2 April), the group flew to Banja Luka (3–4 April) and set off from there to Sarajevo (5–9 April), before returning to Zagreb (10–11 April).33

During his travels, the mufti met with Ustaša representatives, including Pavelić, and German and Italian officials. More significant, however, were his consultations with the local ‘ulama in Zagreb, Banja Luka, and Sarajevo, which underlined the religious character of the journey.34 In Sarajevo he received Muslim leaders and dignitaries from all parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina, from Tuzla and Mostar, as well as delegations from the Sandžak and Albania. Al-Husayni was particularly impressed by the Friday prayer (džuma-namaz in Bosnian) in Sarajevo’s grand Gazi Husrev Beg Mosque and his meeting with the city’s religious establishment afterward, recalling years later in his memoirs the warm welcome he had received.35 “For the Bosnian Mohammedans, the mufti was first and foremost significant as a Mohammedan,” a German diplomat noted.36 “The pious accepted him as a just Muslim; he was honored as a descendant of the Prophet; friends from his theological studies in Cairo and from the pilgrimage to Mecca welcomed him.” In the name of the Axis, al-Husayni affirmed solidarity with the destiny of Muslims in the Balkans, emphasizing, as the Germans observed, “his deep repulsion” for atrocities committed against “religious facilities like mosques” by partisans, who, he claimed, were “paid by Moscow and London.”37

Throughout the tour, the mufti made extensive use of religious rhetoric. His speeches, sermons, and appeals were delivered in Arabic, with local interpreters translating them. When visiting the Gazi Husrev Beg Mosque, he gave such an emotional speech about the torment Muslims had suffered that parts of the audience burst into tears.38 Bemoaning the situation of the Muslims in the Balkans, he assured the faithful that only the inner refuge of Islam made life bearable. His sermon included the call to war on the side of the Axis. Mustering all his religious authority, he warned throughout his visit that doubts about an Axis victory would be a sin. The mufti employed not only religious language but also pan-Islamic rhetoric. The Germans noted with satisfaction that al-Husayni emphasized the common nature of the battle fought by the Muslims of Croatia and the Muslims from other parts of the Islamic world, in Palestine, Syria, or Egypt, who were troubled or oppressed by “anti-Muslim elements,” be they “Muscovite arsonists,” “English tyrants,” or “American exploiters.”39 To the press, the mufti announced that the “Muslims in the Islamic world” would follow the situation in the Balkans with “the greatest concern.”40 “The outrage in the Islamic world” against the “Serbian gangs” and their allies was “significant and bitter.” According to US intelligence, al-Husayni condemned the Allies for the massacres of Muslims in the Balkans. “The Muslims,” al-Husayni declared, “blame England for supporting these Bolshevik hordes, whereas, at the same time she pretends to support Islam.”41 His pan-Islamic rhetoric was exactly what the Germans wanted to hear. Not surprisingly, the mufti later summed up in his report to the Germans: “Islam fights Bolshevism and the Muslims know without doubt that their destiny is linked with that of Germany and the Axis and that they are only threatened by Serbs, Communists, and the Allies.”42

The SS reacted enthusiastically to the tour. “The visit of the grand mufti has been a success in every way; also politically it has been received exceptionally well and positively, and may contribute quite considerably to pacification in this area,” Berger reported.43 Emphasizing the tour’s religious dimension, he declared: “It has proved anew that the grand mufti possesses a fully functioning intelligence apparatus and commands extraordinary prestige in the entire Mohammedan world.” Sustaining misconceptions about the mufti’s universal authority among Muslims and the possibility of winning large-scale support through Islam, Berger even suggested similar tours on the Eastern Front: “The grand mufti is also by all means prepared to travel to the Crimean Tatars, i.e., to the Mohammedans of the currently occupied Eastern territories and to activate them in every form for Germany.”

The Wehrmacht cooperated through the entire campaign. “The German generals,” Berger reported to Himmler, had done the SS “an extraordinary political and military service” when making the mufti’s trip possible.44 A month after the beginning of the campaign, in May 1943, Lüters rejoiced that “the treatment of Muslims [Muselmanenbehandlung] had become a propaganda weapon of the first order for Germany.”45

Attempts by the SS and the Wehrmacht to employ Islam in the Balkans had many opponents. The SS faced heavy resistance from Italian authorities and the Ustaša regime, both well aware of the politics of the tour and anxious to maintain their respective spheres of influence. As soon as the mufti’s plane had landed in Zagreb, the Italians tried to stage all kinds of plots to stop the tour. In his memoirs, al-Husayni remembered that after his arrival in the Croatian capital, a high-ranking Italian diplomat flew in from Rome to prevent his trip to Bosnia and that he had been warned that the Italians could not guarantee his safety should he choose to travel to the war-torn area.46 After the mufti had returned to Berlin, the Italians urged the Germans “with respect for Italy’s special Croatian and Islamic interests,” as Ernst Woermann reported, to ensure that any future contact between the mufti and the Muslims of the Balkans be organized through Italian channels.47 The SS could not have cared less. Equally unsuccessful was the intervention of the Ustaša regime. The Croatian government had reacted “quite dismissively” to the tour, Berger noted.48 However, as he boasted in a letter to Himmler, the Ustaša officials very quickly “reversed” their attitude after he had directly confronted the Croatian envoy in Berlin. The Ustaša regime still tried to control al-Husayni throughout the visit. On his tour from Zagreb to Sarajevo, the mufti was escorted by two representatives of the Ustaša state.49 Croatian government officials tried to isolate him from Muslim leaders who were not part of the regime. Nonetheless, the SS officer Karl von Krempler, a former Habsburg official who was now involved in the recruitment of Muslims in the Balkans, sidelined the Ustaša agencies and organized confidential meetings with various Islamic dignitaries and separatist leaders.50 Officially, of course, the Germans tried to conceal this friction with the Ustaša leadership. The Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung simply reported that the mufti was in Bosnia “at the invitation of the Croatian government.”51

The SS also faced some internal resistance. Kasche and the Foreign Office were opposed to the trip. In their eyes, the courtship of the Muslims would only further undermine the Ustaša regime. When the mufti visited Kasche’s office in Zagreb, the envoy did not receive him and only sent his card.52 Furious, Kasche internally complained that the tour had sparked rumors among the Muslim population that Berlin was prepared to support the creation of a Muslim state in the region.53 In general, the new course of the SS and the Wehrmacht toward Islam in the Balkans, reflected in the mufti’s tour and the deployment of the Muslim division, was interpreted in the Foreign Office as an attempt to “fortify” Islam in southeastern Europe, as the diplomat Hans Alexander Winkler, now in Berlin, put it.54 In the immediate aftermath of the mufti’s tour, Winkler had visited Zagreb and Sarajevo and subsequently worked out an eight-page memorandum about Germany’s policy toward Islam in the Balkans, expressing serious concerns about the new direction.55 Winkler’s view of Islam in the region differed from his perspective of Islam in Iran, about which he had written a year earlier—the religious situation in southeastern Europe was special, he believed. He showed an understanding of why the military found the Muslims, who in Winkler’s eyes were entirely pro-German and still remembered the days of the Habsburg Empire, as ideal allies. The SS must appreciate their “racial material, the soldierly tradition and the anti-papal spirit,” he remarked. Yet, he sounded a note of caution with respect to German support for Muslims in the Balkans. First, he warned that German support for an “autonomist Islam” (autonomistisches Mohammedanertum) in the region would undermine the Ustaša regime. The mufti’s tour had given a boost to “Mohammedan self-confidence,” and the deployment of the Muslim division would give rise to a “religious idea” with the “utmost disruptive” effect on the Ustaša state. Second, Winkler expressed his concerns about the “pan-Islamic, non-European orientation” of Muslim collaborators in the Balkans. Unlike the SS, he perceived pan-Islamism as a risk, not an opportunity. The tour of al-Husayni had contributed to this risk. “The mufti regards the world situation under a very widespread Mohammedan perspective, which for us is completely alien.” This perspective, Winkler stated, was entirely “anti-European.”56 A classical Orientalist with a profound expertise in Egypt, Winkler had joined the Foreign Office only in 1939, served in Tehran until 1941, and afterward as a Foreign Office representative at the Africa Corps until he was wounded in the summer of 1942 and returned to the Orient section of the Foreign Office in Berlin.57 His memorandum reflected a relatively unusual perception of Islam, expressing a classical European notion of the religion and the Occident, a view that did not really fit into the pragmatic and rationalized conceptions of SS officers like Berger or military representatives such as Lüters, who were convinced of the usefulness of Islam for their war effort. Winkler’s warnings had little impact. He, Kasche, and the Foreign Office no longer had any significant influence on the German political course in the Balkans, while the SS and the Wehrmacht pursued their policy toward Islam.

On the way back to Berlin, al-Husayni stopped over for a few days in Vienna, where he met Muslim representatives and was constantly attended by Reichsstatthalter Baldur von Schirach and high-level SS functionaries, who showed him the local attractions and discussed world politics with him.58 The small Muslim community of Vienna was formally recognized during the war years as the Islamic Community of Vienna (Islamitische Gemeinschaft zu Wien), led by a certain Salih Hadzicalić, a professor of Islamic theology from Bosnia.59 The Muslims of Austria, most of them from Bosnia and Herzegovina and based in Vienna, found increasing support from the Nazi authorities, who considered them important in relation to German policies both in the Balkans and indeed the wider Islamic world, just like the Muslim community in the other former Habsburg region, the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, where German authorities endorsed the expansion of the institutional framework of the Muslim religious community during the war years.60

The mufti’s tour of the Balkans was framed by a wider campaign. “The German program in Croatia calls for the use of the some 850,000 Moslems residing mainly in Bosnia as the basis for anti-Bolshevik and anti-Jewish measures,” Leland Harrison, the US ambassador in Bern, reported to Washington.61 The mufti contributed funds, furnished by German sources, for war relief among the Muslim population. During the course of the visit the German authorities had announced that some 50,000 tons of potatoes and 10,000 tons of sugar were being sent to Croatia. Al-Husayni had, according to Harrison, also assisted in the foundation of a Muslim propaganda center in Zagreb, which “appealed to the Moslem population for support of the Axis.”62 The tour was followed not only by the employment of the Muslim SS division but also by a major religiously charged propaganda campaign to win over the Muslim civil population for Hitler’s New Order (Figures 5.6 and 5.7).





Religious Propaganda

Considering Ustaša sensibilities, the Germans avoided employing Islam in their propaganda in the Balkans before the spring of 1943. “A propagandistic influence of the Muslim population was withheld, as such is not wanted from the Croatian side,” a report of the Propaganda Squadron Southeast remarked in summer 1942.63 “Only” 10,000 copies of a “small illustrated brochure in the Croatian language” titled The Life of the Muslims in Germany (Život Muslimana u Njemačkoj) had been printed for distribution in West Bosnia, where German units had begun fighting again. In fact, The Life of the Muslims in Germany was twenty-seven pages long.64 It contained many photographs of Muslim life in the Reich, including pictures of the Wilmersdorf Mosque, and short texts about individuals from all parts of the Muslim world who worked in Germany. Its aim was to identify the Third Reich as the friend of Islam, assuming a pan-Islamic sense of identification between Muslim peasants in West Bosnia and Muslim civilians in Germany. The brochure was the first significant piece of German religious propaganda launched in the Muslim areas of the Balkans.
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5.6  German soldiers and a Muslim woman in Mostar, Herzegovina, 1944 (Ullstein).
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5.7  Distribution of cigarettes in a Muslim village, Bosnia, 1943 (Ullstein).


With the beginning of further German military involvement, this kind of propaganda intensified. Brochures and pamphlets were distributed in Muslim towns and villages, propaganda posters were put up on streets, town squares, and trains. The print propaganda that survived the war, most of it stored in the German Military Archives in Freiburg, has, interestingly, never been examined in any study of the Balkans during the Second World War. It paints a clear picture of the ways in which German authorities employed religion as a political instrument against their enemies. German propaganda pamphlets would usually portray the British, Americans, and Jews as the foes of Islam, who pulled the strings behind the scenes of the Balkan theater and were responsible for the miserable situation of the Muslims there. Other pamphlets, which were distributed on the spot in more specific tactical situations, characterized Tito’s partisans and Četniks as the enemies of Islam. In any case, as in their propaganda efforts toward the wider Muslim world, the Germans repeatedly drew on religious sentiment.

First, German propaganda merged Islam with Jew-hatred. One of the most significant examples of this kind of religiously charged anti-Jewish propaganda dispersed among Muslims of the Balkans was the brochure Islam and Judaism (Islam i Židovstvo).65 It propagated the idea of an age-old hostility between Muslims and Jews, beginning with the conflict between the Prophet and the Jewish community of Khaybar. 10,000 copies of the publication were distributed by German propagandists on 21 February 1943. Half of the texts were circulated among Muslims by the local office of the Propaganda Squadron Croatia in Banja Luka; the remaining copies were spread by its local representative in Sarajevo.

Generally, however, it was British and Soviet imperialism that played the central role in German propaganda toward the Muslim population. A pamphlet circulated in the summer of 1943 proclaimed to “Muslims” that the culprits who brought “misery and death, blood and tears” were none other than the “agitators in London and Moscow.” Only the victory of the Axis would “mean the end and the extermination of all enemies of Islam.” The Muslims of the SS division were portrayed as part of a broader pan-Islamic mission, as “the first who could fight under these victorious banners, not only for the freedom of your homeland, but also for the liberation of Islam from its enemies.” The pamphlet was adorned with a flag depicting the crescent and star. On 5 June, 15,000 copies were distributed by General Walter Stettner’s infamous First Mountain Division. The Luftwaffe dropped another 35,000 copies in the areas of Konjic, Blagaj, Goražde, Rogatica, Fojnica, Visoko, Travnik, and Maglaj on 7 June 1943. The pamphlet concluded with a simple message: “Islam has one enemy: England. Islam has one friend: Germany. Muslims: Your place in this battle is set.”66 Typically the leaflets would address the Allied powers jointly, speaking of the “danger of English, American, and Soviet imperialism”67 or warning of plots against Islam made in “London and Moscow.”68 Yet, if one of these powers was mentioned most frequently, it was the Soviet Union or, more generally, Bolshevism, portrayed as the atheist enemy of Islam. A pamphlet addressing the “Muslims of Bosnia and Herzegovina” warned: “A red wave from the East threatens to swallow all peoples and religious communities in the Balkans!”69 The pamphlet declared that their “brothers in faith” in the Soviet Union had already been “trampled down” by the Kremlin. Only if the Muslims went to arms on the German side could they prevent their “total extermination by the Soviet fury,” a fury that had already caused the deaths of “hundreds of thousands of Muslims in the Soviet Union.” “To arms,” it called the Muslims and praised the SS division “Handžar.” Even more colorful language was used in another pamphlet, which drew on the religious associations of the green flag of the Prophet. It asked rhetorically: “Must Stalin’s plan become a reality? Must the green flag of the Prophet run red with the blood of the Muslims?”70 It referred to massacres of Muslims by Tito’s partisans in the area of Čapljina. “The bloodsucker Stalin will allow his entrusted Tito to spill the blood of Muslims elsewhere.” The reason for the alleged Soviet hatred of Muslims was also given: “Because every Muslim protects his faith, his old customs and conventions against Communist overthrow!” The pamphlet contained an image of a mosque with a minaret and a (supposedly green) flag. In the front it showed a depiction of Stalin and below him a fictional quote: “I will take care that this flag also turns red. As is necessary, with the blood of the Muslims alone.”

On a more tactical level, German propaganda toward Muslims campaigned against Communist partisans and Četniks. In fact, Muslim combatants in their ranks were the first the Germans encouraged to change sides. A pamphlet addressing the “fighters of the Bosnian and Muslim brigades” of the partisans, for instance, claimed that Tito had made empty promises to Muslims and was now on the retreat, facing hunger and cold.71 The Muslims were called upon to change sides before it was too late. Another pamphlet referred to atrocities committed by the partisans, remembering “353 murdered Muslims” from the area of Vlasenica and giving a detailed two-page “report” about the cruelty of the Communist partisans and their determination to kill all Muslims. It concluded with the call: “Muslims! Do you want to continue watching your extermination quietly?”72 These texts were often religiously charged as well. A pamphlet that called for Muslims in Tito’s ranks to change sides was prefaced by the quotation: “Fire at the mosque with the cannon!”73 These were the alleged words of Tito’s commanders, when they had ordered an attack on the town of Velika Kladuša. The (remains of the) mosque of Velika Kladuša, the pamphlet explained, now stood as evidence of the attack by the “Communists.” Employing religious rhetoric, the pamphlet called on those “who believe in God” to “take aim with the weapons against the Communists.” A pamphlet addressing “Muslim fighters” asked why Tito ridiculed their faith and customs and insulted Muslim women.74 The answer was immediate: “Because human and religious ideas, customs, and conventions are incompatible with Communist ideas” and “because you and the people of the right faith will always be a plague upon godless Bolshevism!” The top of the pamphlet featured a picture of a mosque with a crescent on its roof and a minaret. Similar propaganda was directed at the smaller number of Muslims who fought in Četnik ranks. A pamphlet addressing the “Muslim brothers!,” for instance, counteracted Četnik propaganda toward Muslims, reminding them that Mihailović’s troops had killed everything that was “Islamic or Croatian.”75 “Muslims know very well who their enemy is,” the pamphlet read.

Religious images and illustrations, especially of mosques and minarets, played a remarkable role in many of these pamphlets. Visual propaganda had the advantage that it could also reach those who were illiterate. Besides illustrated pamphlets, Germans also distributed propaganda posters depicting mosques.76 One of them showed Roosevelt dropping bombs on Mostar, represented by a skyline of roofs and minarets.

Many of the pamphlets addressed Muslims in religious terms, as “Muslims” (Muslimani) or “Muslim brothers” (braćo muslimani) rather than as, for example, “Bosniaks” (Bošnjaci) or “Bosnians” (Bosanci). Some aimed at Muslims along with other religious groups, addressing, for instance, “Muslims, Catholics, Orthodox of Bosnia” or “Croats and Serbs: Muslims, Catholics and Orthodox” or the “honest Croats, Muslims and Orthodox in the partisan ranks!,” exhorting them to support the German side.77 Another pamphlet asked “Muslims, Catholics and Orthodox” to remember that the Bolsheviks not only would spread “murder and burning” but also stood for the “extermination of faith and religion.”78

Eventually, Islam was also considered a propaganda instrument to counter Turkish influence in the Balkans. When Ankara broke off all relations with Berlin in the summer of 1944, the Germans became concerned about the reaction of the Muslims of southeastern Europe, who traditionally had strong links with Turkey. Although claiming that the Turkish decision was unlikely to have any impact on the “Muslim population” (Muselmanentum) in the Balkans, Hermann Neubacher suggested propagandistically deploying Islam against Kemalist laicism and modernity.79 It is unknown whether this suggestion found its way into actual field propaganda.

After the employment of the Handžar division, reports and pamphlets about it became a strong instrument of German propaganda directed toward Muslim civilians. Moreover, from early 1944, when the division was deployed after several months of training abroad, its propaganda section also became active in the ideological education of the civil population.80 In spring 1944, for instance, it put up charcoal-drawn propaganda posters for the Mawlid (Mavlud in Bosnian) celebrations in the occupied Muslim areas.81 Moreover, it employed a loudspeaker van to address local Mawlid celebrations.82 The division also produced pictorial reports of the soldiers’ religious celebrations, which were then posted in window displays.83 Previously, in autumn 1943, the SS had given a photographic report about the soldiers’ Ramadan Bairam (Ramadan Bajram in Bosnian) celebrations to the Croatian press for publication. Concerned about the SS campaign, Ustaša authorities had turned to Kasche, complaining that the article had been foisted upon them. The SS propaganda division of the Balkans had taken the article back and had turned to Himmler for further advice.84

Soon the German command would also use the division’s military imams to reach out to Muslim civilians. Propagandistically trained, they were sent into the mosques to lead the Friday prayer and “carry,” as an SS report put it, the “ideas of the division” to the people.85 The report noted that the “imams continuously hold gatherings in the mosque for the civil population, which are framed by Islamic prayers.” These religious gatherings were used to spread political ideas and propaganda, especially to explain the work of the division and to agitate against Tito. “Such meetings are held by the imams in all the larger towns in the area of the division’s employment. The imams also conducted diverse Mawlid celebrations in these places and have achieved a very good propagandistic effect on the civil population as, during solemn speeches, allusions were made to the division and its aims.”

The SS also employed its Muslim soldiers as propagandists. Pamphlets aimed at the civil population, which were created by the division’s propaganda section, were not just airdropped from planes but also given to the soldiers to be sent, along with their field mail, to their families, neighbors, and friends.86 Soldiers were instructed to tell their relatives to forward the pamphlets, to achieve a maximum readership. Moreover, the SS created pamphlets signed by Muslim soldiers calling for war against Tito. One such pamphlet, signed by an SS man who had previously fought for Tito, not only railed against the partisans but also carried anti-Jewish hatred: “It is the Jews and the Jews’ menials. Who has had the whole capital in their hands? The Jews. Who has lived at ease? Only the Jew.” Now, he claimed, the SS division would bring back “freedom, order, and justice.”87 Another pamphlet, anonymously signed by a group of Muslim SS men, denounced the “godless hordes of Tito,” which had turned Bosnia into a “vale of tears:” “Our unshaken belief in the great man [Hitler], who leads the freedom-loving peoples of Europe against the adversaries of God and mankind, gives us the strength to carry out the fight and the tasks successfully.” In the usual manner, religious imperatives were connected with political appeals: “Who is not for us and with us, is against us … Therefore it is your holy duty to follow completely this, our call!… Heil Hitler!”88





German Authorities and Religious Dignitaries and Organizations

In contrast to the Caucasus and the Crimea, German authorities found Islamic institutions and networks intact when they arrived in the Balkans. Before 1943, German interactions with the religious leaders, the ‘ulama, and their institutions were rare. German Foreign Office officials dealt almost exclusively with the Muslim representatives of the Ustaša state and faced the problem that a powerful Muslim leader did not exist. The two most important Muslim factions within the Ustaša regime were led by the Muslim vice premier, Džafer Kulenović, and by Hakija Hadžić, Pavelić’s supremo in Bosnia and Herzegovina.89 A veteran politician, Kulenović had been a minister in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia and, following the death of Mehmed Spaho in 1939, had become president of the Yugoslav Muslim Organization. According to a German diplomat, he drew first and foremost on religious slogans and only second on Croatian nationalism but was still accused by many Muslims of being an Ustaša puppet. Hakija Hadžić, who promoted Croatian nationalist slogans rather than religious ones, had only a small following, mostly among the intelligentsia.90 Another German official of the legation in Zagreb observed in March 1943 that there was “no personality” who could be considered a generally accepted leader.91 “The solution to the Muslim question is mainly a leadership question,” he stated. Muslims of the Ustaša regime had little authority in the Muslim population. The situation seemed clearer in the case of the religious establishment, which was believed to wield more genuine power and influence over the people.

As religious structures were fully institutionalized, they could be understood and, possibly, utilized. Organized within the so-called Islamic Religious Community, the faithful were under the authority of the highest religious leader, the ra’is al-‘ulama (head of the ‘ulama), or Reis-ul-Ulema in Bosnian.92 The Reis-ul-Ulema was assisted by the ‘ulama majlis (council of the ‘ulama), or Ulema-Medžlis in Bosnian, the supreme council of the Islamic community, which consisted of the Reis-ul-Ulema and four other eminent dignitaries and oversaw the waqf endowment, madrasas, and shari‘a courts as well as the work of the local imams, ‘ulama, and hojas (hodžas in Bosnian). This administration had been introduced in 1882 by Habsburg bureaucrats anxious to loosen the Muslims’ religious bonds with the Ottoman Empire and keen to monitor and control Islam in the Balkans, and had survived in the Yugoslav kingdom and under the Ustaša regime. Eager to present themselves as protectors of Islam, the Germans made no direct attempts to interfere with the Islamic administration. As they became more involved in the Muslim areas of the Balkans in early 1943, however, German officials increasingly engaged with religious leaders. In the end, the SS even employed an important member of the Ulema-Medžlis for their political and military aims (Figures 5.8, 5.9, 5.10, and 5.11).
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5.8  Fehim Spaho (1877–1942) (Gazi Husrev Beg Library, Sarajevo).


At the time of the German invasion of Yugoslavia, the office of Reis-ul-Ulema was held by Fehim Spaho, former president of the High Shari‘a Court in Sarajevo and brother of Mehmed Spaho. Although Spaho initially enthusiastically supported the Ustaša regime, hoping that it would allow him to realize his own aims—most importantly bans on gambling, prostitution, and mixed marriages, and a rigid enforcement of the veil—he soon lost faith in Pavelić.93 Salih Safet Bašić, who informally replaced Spaho after his death in early 1942, had a rocky relationship with the Ustaša.94 Concerned with the protection of their community, both leaders sought good relations with the Germans. In fact, Spaho had cultivated his contacts with German officials in the months leading up to the invasion of the Balkans and kept them informed of atrocities against Muslims during the war.95 Other members of the Ulema-Medžlis went further. As the Muslims’ situation deteriorated in 1942 and 1943, many of them embraced the idea of Muslim autonomy under Berlin’s protection. Their hopes were fueled by the tour of the mufti, the establishment of the Muslim SS division, and Germany’s massive religious propaganda campaign.
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5.9  Mehmed Handžić (1906–1944) (Gazi Husrev Beg Library, Sarajevo).
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5.10  Ali Aganović (1902–1961) (Gazi Husrev Beg Library, Sarajevo).


Both Fehim Spaho and Salih Bašić were opposed for being too progressive by more puritan members of the Ulema-Medžlis, most notably Mehmed Handžić. Al-Azhar-educated, Handžić was a leading Islamic revivalist with pan-Islamic leanings who taught at a madrasa in Sarajevo and served as the head librarian of the grand Gazi Husrevbegova Biblioteka.96 He was president of El-Hidaje (The Right Path), a society of revivalist ‘ulama.97 Its youth organization, the Young Muslims (Mladi Muslimani), attracted a considerable following, among them Alija Izetbegović, who in 1990 became the first president of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Handžić and his supporters had quickly become disillusioned with Ustaša rule and were now advocating an autonomist agenda and seeking German help. During al-Husayni’s tour, he met with the mufti in Sarajevo, gave him a warm welcome address at a banquet at city hall, and afterward published an article about the visit in El-Hidaje, the official organ of his society.98 In a consultation with German embassy officials in Sarajevo in mid-April 1943, Handžić urged the Germans to intervene more extensively.99 He blamed the Ustaša for the suffering and murder of Muslims. The Croatian regime had adopted the same policy toward Muslims as that pursued by the Serbs in the Yugoslav kingdom, he claimed—a policy of annihilation. The Muslims in Pavelić’s government were not true representatives of the people but had been bought, he told the Germans. Although he enthusiastically welcomed the foundation of the Muslim SS division, he made it clear that this was not enough. The only solution was an independent Muslim state under Hitler’s protection. Handžić even suggested a religious resettlement plan to create purified Muslim areas. The Muslim population had been deeply impressed that German soldiers had fallen in battle against the enemies of Islam. And the mufti’s visit had also sent the right signals. There was no doubt, Handžić assured the Germans, that the Muslims were the natural allies of the Third Reich. He was well aware of what the Germans wanted to hear. Giving them the impression that their religiously charged propaganda had fallen on fertile soil, he pushed his own agenda, most notably the strengthening of self-defense and the establishment, de facto and, if possible, de jure, of autonomy from the Ustaša.
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5.11  Muhamed Pandža (1897–1962) (Archive of the Croatian Historical Museum, Zagreb).


Handžić was not the only member of the ‘ulama to seek a tighter alliance with the Germans. Ali Aganović, a widely respected member of the Ulema-Medžlis, who repeatedly consulted with German officials, followed a similar line.100 Although publicly he paid lip service to the Ustaša regime until the end, he, too, soon had lost faith in Pavelić and begun to press the Germans for a stronger involvement in the Muslim Balkans.101 At a meeting in the spring of 1943, Aganović assured officials from the German legation in Zagreb that Muslim religious autonomy could be achieved only through political independence.102 Emphasizing the importance of the Muslims of the Balkans within the wider Islamic world, he also discussed pan-Islamic policies and the reestablishment of the caliphate, an office he believed should be given to the mufti of Jerusalem. The idea was not new. In late 1942 British intelligence had been alarmed when the Muslim press of Croatia discussed the idea of reestablishing the caliphate under al-Husayni.103 While Handžić and Aganović made their appeals for an alliance with the Third Reich behind closed doors, other members of the ‘ulama stood openly in the service of the German authorities.

The most important collaborator of the Ulema-Medžlis was Muhamed Pandža, a leading religious dignitary and a member of El-Hidaje.104 From a prominent Sarajevo family of religious leaders and educated at the most prestigious Islamic institutions in the country, Pandža had always kept a certain distance from the Ustaša regime and was now publicly pleading for Muslim autonomy under German protection. His strong pro-German attitude made him an ideal collaborator for the Wehrmacht and the SS. The SS employed him at once for the recruitment of Muslim volunteers, a mission that he would carry out with all his religious authority, as the final part of the book discusses. Aside from military mobilization, the Germans would also use Pandža as an intermediary to support their efforts to pacify the Muslim areas.

A significant role in this respect was played by the socio-religious organization Merhamet—also known as the Muslim Charitable Society Merhamet (Muslimansko Dobrotvorno Društvo Merhamet)—in Sarajevo, which was led by Pandža.105 Merhamet became a major provider of humanitarian aid during the war years, running soup kitchens, orphanages, and refugee camps, and it also became increasingly involved politically. For the Germans, Merhamet became a valued partner, and they believed it important to retain good relations with the organization. When, for instance, Merhamet requested the return of a Muslim orphan who had been adopted by a German Catholic family, brought to Germany, and converted to Catholicism, Nazi authorities swiftly intervened, returned the child, and entrusted it to a Muslim family in Sarajevo.106 On the ground, military officials soon regarded Merhamet as the most important representative body of the Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The organization repeatedly negotiated over food supplies with the Area Commander of the German Police in Sarajevo, SS-Oberführer Werner Fromm.107 And when Berlin initiated a relief fund in early 1944 (see later discussion), Berger suggested that clothes for Muslim refugees be distributed through Merhamet.108 Only too happy to employ the local Muslim structures, Himmler authorized Merhamet to oversee the distribution.109

The SS saw Merhamet as a strong partner. Yet, it was not fully controlled by the Germans and would follow its own interests. In September 1943 the second secretary of the organization, Mehmed Tokić, who had actually been hired by the SS as a covert informer, would threaten German officers with an open rebellion against the Croatian state.110 The Muslims, Tokić made clear, despised the Ustaša regime and sought to live in a German protectorate instead, similar to Austrian-Hungarian times. Berger tried to defuse the situation, rejecting any threats levied by the “Muslim leadership” and warning that violent uprisings such as these would make things even worse for the Muslims.111 Merhamet’s leaders soon became disillusioned with the Germans. In the end, Muhamed Pandža too lost hope in the Third Reich. He went into the woods, founded the Muslim Liberation Movement (Muslimanski Oslobodilački Pokret), and called for armed self-defense and Muslim autonomy.112 Addressing his “Muslim Brothers!” in a propaganda pamphlet, Pandža now declared war against Ustaša and Četniks.113 He announced: “Everything we serve is the well-being of the Islamic community and our nation.” “Muslims,” he proclaimed, in his usual religious rhetoric, now had to fight “with faith in God and his help, bravely and dauntlessly” for survival. Although some SS circles in Berlin were concerned about these developments, Krempler, who had repeatedly dealt with Pandža in the field, emphasized that he was still pro-German.114 Hitler, whose trust in the Muslims remained unbroken, excused Pandža’s defection with the remark that the Muslims needed to protect themselves.115 Pandža, who later made contact with Tito’s partisans, was finally captured by German troops in eastern Bosnia and handed over to the Ustaša authorities. He was not the only Islamic leader who had become disillusioned.





Violence and Shattered Hopes

Promises made to Muslims by the Germans, eager to present themselves as the protectors of Islam, contrasted sharply with the realities of war. In practice, the Germans were simply not able to pacify the Muslim areas. The collaboration between Muslim leaders and the Germans nurtured the hatred directed against them by partisans and Četniks. Although the Germans had promised that the sole purpose of the Muslim division was the protection and pacification of the Muslim areas of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Himmler had sent it for training to France and, later, Germany. Unprotected, the Muslim population became the target of retaliatory attacks. In the autumn of 1943 Tito’s partisans initiated a major offensive in Bosnia. Thousands were killed. Tens of thousands were soon on the run (Figure 5.12). The relatives of Muslim volunteers in particular were targeted by partisans. Muslim refugees gathered in the hundreds in depots, barns, stables, and basements, an SS field report noted.116 Many of them had no proper clothes and suffered from malnutrition. Across the Islamic world, these events were followed closely. The Egyptian press reported on the situation, and Nahas Pasha even donated 20,000 pounds for the refugees.117 On 11 January 1944, the SS representative for Croatia, Konstantin Kammerhofer, wrote to Himmler, apparently concerned about not only the local situation but also the effects this had on the wider Muslim world:


As a consequence of the partisan struggle in Croatia about 230,000 people, around 210,000 of them from the area of Bosnia, are currently on the run. The situation of these people is the worst possible that could be imagined. At the present time, no human being can describe the tragedies that are taking place among these masses.… The majority of the refugees comprises Muslim.… With regard to the Muslims in the 13th SS Bosnian-Herzegovinian Volunteer Mountain Division as well as to the problem of world Islam [Weltmuselmanen-Problem] it has to be considered anew if you, Reichsführer, should call for special support to provide relief needed by the refugees.118

Himmler was convinced. On the occasion of the Bairam celebration in autumn 1943 the SS had already collected money for the Muslim population in Bosnia, and, shortly after, Himmler had ordered a second relief fund.119 During the second collection alone more than 120,000 reichsmarks were raised.120 Himmler would add another 100,000 from his own funds.121 In January 1944 Berger reported that 225,000 reichsmarks had been amassed.122 The money was used mainly for clothing, which was then distributed.123 Still, these projects amounted to only a drop in the bucket. The SS policies toward Muslims had compromised the Muslim population while leaving it militarily unprotected.

Finally, in late February 1944, the SS sent the Handžar division back to the Balkans. For a short period, the situation for Muslims—at least in parts of the region—eased. The Muslims responded with hope and thanks. On April 20, 1944, for instance, Krempler reported that prayers for Hitler took place in all the towns of the Sandžak.124 A Muslim delegation from the area sent Hitler a telegram of obeisance:
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5.12  Muslim women return to their ruined village in the Bosnian mountains, 1943 (Ullstein).


The Muslims of the Sandžak, who shoulder to shoulder with the brave German soldiers participate in the battle against the bandits, celebrate your birthday today and send fervent prayers to the almighty Allah for your personal long life and happiness, in the unshakable and deep trust in the final victory of the German people and the salvation of us Muslims.125

Hitler thanked the Muslims, and let them know that he had been “very delighted” by the letter.126 Similar demonstrations of loyalty followed. In July 1944 Muslims from the Sandžak area sent a gramophone record with a prayer of thanks and praise in Arabic for Hitler.127 In Berlin, Rudolf Brandt sent the record to the SS propaganda section to be exploited by the SS or by Goebbels’s Propaganda Ministry.128

In spring 1944 northern and eastern Bosnia effectively came under the control of the SS and Himmler’s Muslim division (Figure 5.13). The infamous SS “Guidelines for the Securing of Public Peace in Bosnia” (Richtlinien für die Sicherung des Landfriedens in Bosnien) give a good idea of the intended occupational regime in the area and of the utilization of religion to support it.129 In the towns and villages, SS officers were to install reliable local leaders who would function as intermediaries between the population and the Germans. Every Friday, the day of the džuma-namaz, these representatives had to read out the SS’s weekly propaganda slogans. Schools were to be put under the command of trusted locals—“teachers, imams, particularly suited women” but “no intelligentsia,” as the SS specified. More importantly, the SS scheme envisaged a massive religious resettlement with the aim of creating homogeneous Islamic towns and villages. “It is the aim, under any circumstances, to create in the country communities a population of the same confession,” it was stated. Moreover, the SS guidelines endorsed a war of extermination against partisans and other hostile groups, as well as aggressive domination of the civilian population. “The point is to annihilate the enemy,” the guidelines made clear, encouraging commanders to be particularly “ruthless.” Goebbels acknowledged in his diary that Himmler had “stopped the terror against the Mohammedan population.”130 In the end, the reign of the SS in the area was too short-lived and the German war bureaucracy too chaotic for these schemes to be fully implemented. The soldiers of the Muslim division nonetheless became notorious for acting particularly brutally, spreading fear and terror.

To some extent, the population relocations envisaged by the SS guidelines mirrored the demands of some Islamic autonomists. But although Himmler internally toyed with the idea of creating a future military protectorate, or “military frontier” (Wehrgrenze), as it had existed in the Habsburg era, for the time being the SS was in no position to realize the hopes of the Muslim autonomists in Bosnia and Herzegovina.131 Similarly, when, in the final months of the war, Bedri Pejani, a prominent Albanian Muslim politician, sought help from the mufti of Jerusalem for the foundation of a Muslim state in the Balkans, uniting Kosovo, cleansed of Orthodox Serbs, and the Sandžak with Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Albania, the Germans quickly thwarted these ambitions.132 Immediate Muslim independence, many Muslim leaders had to realize, was out of the question.

As the German military situation deteriorated, many Muslims lost hope in an Axis victory. In July 1944 a Wehrmacht report described the attitude of the Muslim population toward the Germans as inconsistent, a fact that now made them “in every respect unreliable.”133 In the final months of the war, many no longer counted on German help and looked for alternatives. Muslim self-defense groups, like Pandža’s Muslim Liberation Movement, grew.134 Many young Muslims, a German army report noted in June 1944, organized themselves into local paramilitary units.135 Indeed, the militias, most importantly the Green Cadre (Zeleni Kader) of the pro-German warlord Nešad Topčić, attracted more and more Muslim men. Supported by religious leaders like Mehmed Handžić, they not only protected Muslim villages but also committed atrocities among the Orthodox population. Attempts by the Četniks to recruit Muslims into their ranks had, unsurprisingly, only little success.136 Tito’s partisans, on the other hand, seemed to be a viable alternative to both the Germans and the Muslim militias. As the war situation worsened in the winter of 1943–1944, increasing numbers of Muslims joined their ranks. “The Muslims in Bosnia, too, who once welcomed us with such great enthusiasm, have completely turned away from us and go in masses to the partisans,” Horstenau noted.137 “The Ustaše criminals have shoved a good part of the Muslims into a slaughterhouse for the Germans and into a bloody civil war. Draža Mihailović’s Četniks have committed unheard-of crimes against the Muslim population,” partisan commander and ideologue Milovan Đilas rejoiced in a speech to his comrades: “It has become clear to the Muslims that only participation in the People’s Liberation Struggle can save them from total destruction.”138 A first Muslim partisan unit had been formed as early as the summer of 1941, and Marshal Tito willingly repeated Moscow’s religious wartime propaganda, which portrayed Communism as the only hope for Islam. In the brochure Muslims in the Soviet Union: Religion in the Soviet Union (Muslimani u Sovjetskom Savezu: Religija u Sovjetskom Savezu), distributed by partisan propagandists in the autumn of 1944, Stalin’s state was depicted as a paradise for the pious.139
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5.13  German tanks in a Bosnian Muslim village, 1944 (Ullstein).


The Germans dealt with those Muslims whom they suspected of betrayal with great brutality.140 In a number of punitive missions against Muslim villages and settlements whose inhabitants were accused of sheltering partisans, German troops executed Muslim women and children. Mosques too were attacked. In late 1944, German forces broke into the building of El-Hidaje in Sarajevo to search for evidence against a number of members of the Young Muslims who were suspected of working with the enemy. And despite all official efforts to promote Germany as the protector of Balkan Islam, ordinary soldiers in the field often had little respect for Muslims and their religion. When the German soldier Egbert Korbacher entered the town of Niš in Serbia, for instance, he jeered: “In Niš, the Orient begins. This is not exaggerated, since its key feature, the dirt, is so convincing that it doesn’t at all need the mosques and minarets.” The Albanians, he wrote, were “not that stupid—the best sign is that Jews were not here.”141

The genocide of Jews and Roma in the Balkans embroiled the Islamic community immediately. In the months after the fall of Yugoslavia, many Jews tried to escape persecution by converting to Islam.142 In the city of Sarajevo alone, no less than 20 percent of the Jewish population is estimated to have converted to Islam or Catholicism between April and October 1941. Alarmed, Ustaša authorities soon intervened, banning these conversions in the autumn of 1941. Those who had converted were still often not safe from persecution, as it was race, not religion, that defined Jewishness in the eyes of Ustaša bureaucrats. Even Reis-ul-Ulema Fehim Spaho endorsed this official line, publicly declaring in late 1941 that conversion had no impact on race and that Jewish converts to Islam would still remain racially Jewish. On the other hand, Spaho made considerable efforts to help Jewish converts to Islam, urging Ustaša authorities to protect them and exhorting the ‘ulama to offer them shelter. Still, a number of Jews managed to escape concealed as Muslims, some of them literally disguised in the Islamic veil.143 The attitudes of Muslims toward the persecution of the (unconverted) Jewish population cannot be generalized, ranging, as elsewhere, from collaboration and profiteering to empathy and, in some cases, solidarity with the victims. Shortly after the fall of Sarajevo, Fedrigotti observed that “dozens of Mohammedans” dismantled the copper roof of the Great Sephardic Synagogue to sell the metal in the bazaar.144 Merhamet took over a large textile factory that had been expropriated from its Jewish owner and soon became a major supplier for the German army.145 Others helped. Derviš Korkut, the Muslim director of the city museum, not only hid the legendary Sarajevo Haggadah, a beautifully illustrated Sephardic scripture of the fourteenth century, from German officials who sought to confiscate it but also gave refuge to a young Jewish woman who later escaped to the partisans.146 The Muslim businessman Mustafa Hardaga from Sarajevo hid an entire Jewish family. Albanian Muslims famously saved many of their Jewish compatriots.147 The Germans, for their part, were nevertheless confident that their religiously charged anti-Jewish propaganda in the Muslim areas fell on fertile soil.

Finally, Muslims in the Balkans were particularly affected by the persecution of the Roma, as many Roma were of the Islamic faith. Eager to integrate Muslims into the Croatian state, Ustaša authorities excluded the largely settled Muslim Roma of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the white gypsies, from persecution and deportation.148 The protection of the white gypsies led to a wave of conversions of Christian Roma to Islam, and these acts, too, as in the case of Jewish conversions, were eventually prohibited by the Interior Ministry in Zagreb. Throughout the war, the Ulema-Medžlis showed concern about the safety of Muslim Roma and repeatedly complained to the authorities in Zagreb about arrests of white gypsies. Prompted by Fehim Spaho, the Ustaša government even intervened on behalf of Muslim Roma in German-occupied Serbia, urging the German officials there not to persecute Muslim gypsies.149 Also in Macedonia and Albania, where most of the Roma were Muslim, their religious affiliation gave them some protection, although it is worth noting that the Bulgarian occupation authorities in Macedonia showed little respect for Islam in general.150 In contrast to Croatian and German officials, the Bulgarian military administration did not even try to court Muslims.151 Shortly after the occupation of Skopje, Bulgarian authorities had occupied the building that housed the Islamic religious bureaucracy and a madrasa and confiscated the waqf funds, leaving the employees of the religious administration without pay. On the streets, Muslim men wearing the fez and veiled women were harassed. In the end, Fehim Spaho intervened. Skopje had been a religious administrative center in the Yugoslav kingdom and, as the Reis-ul-Ulema in Sarajevo had presided over two religious centers—in Sarajevo and Skopje—Spaho felt responsible for the Macedonian Muslims and asked Ustaša officials to alert the Germans to these events. The Croatian Foreign Ministry did indeed contact the German legation in Zagreb with a request to intervene in Sofia on behalf of the Muslims of Skopje—to what effect is unknown. Overall, both the persecution of Muslim Roma and Jewish converts to Islam revealed the extent and limits of the influence of the Islamic administration under Axis rule.

After the war, Muslims across the Balkans were widely stigmatized as collaborators. Nevertheless, the Communist regime in Yugoslavia did initially refrain from direct attacks on Islam.152 Only the most notorious Islamic collaborators, such as Ismet Muftić, Pavelic’s mufti of Zagreb, were executed, while others, such as Salih Bašić, remained in office. Muhamed Pandža and Ali Aganović received long prison sentences (Mehmed Handžić had died in 1944). The Poglavnik Mosque was shut down, and its minarets were blown up. After the consolidation of power, the new rulers engaged in a more rigorous crackdown on Islam, which culminated in the legendary anti-veiling campaign of Tito’s Antifascist Women’s Front. In the newly created People’s Republic of Albania, Enver Hoxha launched an even fiercer attack on religious institutions, rivaling the Stalinist terror against religions of the interwar years.153 Accused of treachery, the Muslim Cham Albanians of the Epirus area were targeted by the nationalist militias of Napoleon Zervas’s National Republican Greek League, which massacred many, plundered and burned down villages, and expelled the survivors to Albania.154 Overall, Axis wartime attempts to court Muslims were followed by retaliation against alleged collaborators and years of suppression of Islam across southeastern Europe.




 



PART III

MUSLIMS IN THE ARMY




CHAPTER SIX


Mobilizing Muslims


On 11 January 1944, Heinrich Himmler greeted a group of Muslim military commanders from Bosnia in the barracks of the Führerheim Westlager, on the drill grounds of Neuhammer in Silesia. “It is quite clear to me,” he proclaimed: “what is there to separate the Muslims in Europe and around the world from us Germans? We have common aims. There is no more solid basis for cooperation than common aims and common ideals. For 200 years, Germany has not had the slightest conflict with Islam.”1 Germany and its leaders had been friends of Islam over the last centuries, the Reichsführer declared, not just for pragmatic reasons but out of conviction. God—“you say Allah, it is the same”—had sent the Führer, who would first free Europe and then the entire world of the Jews. The head of the SS then evoked alleged common enemies—“the Bolsheviks, England, America, all constantly driven by the Jew.” Himmler’s audience represented tens of thousands of Muslim recruits deployed in units of the Wehrmacht and the SS. Most of these Muslims came from the territories of the Soviet Union, though many were also recruited from the Balkans and some, albeit in fewer numbers, from the Middle East. These recruits were told that, in the name of Islam, they were to liberate their countries from foreign rule. It became one of the greatest mobilization campaigns of Muslims led by a non-Muslim power in history, by far surpassing similar efforts made by the Reichswehr in the First World War.

The deployment of Muslim units was part of a more general development in the Third Reich’s recruitment policies.2 Between late 1941 and the end of the war, hundreds of thousands of non-German volunteers from all parts of the occupied territories enlisted in the German armies. Their recruitment was not the result of long-term planning but a consequence of the general shift toward more pragmatic and short-term planning that began after the failure of the Barbarossa plan and Hitler’s blitzkrieg strategy in late 1941 and intensified after the defeats of Stalingrad and al-‘Alamayn and the rise of partisan insurgency across the continent. After Barbarossa, in the autumn of 1941, the German military command was confronted with a drastic shortage of manpower. By the end of November, the Germans had registered 743,112 men as dead, wounded, or missing in action.3 This meant that almost a quarter of the entire eastern army had collapsed. German soldiers, it became clear, could not win the war alone.

The Wehrmacht began recruiting among prisoners of war and the civilian populations in its occupied territories in the East in late 1941.4 Azerbaijanis, Turkestanis, Kalmyks, Ukrainians, Georgians, Armenians, and various others fought in the Wehrmacht’s so-called Eastern Troops (Osttruppen). The mastermind behind this project was the pragmatic Claus von Stauffenberg. In late 1942 the new troops were put under the central command of General Heinz Hellmich, who was appointed General of the Eastern Troops (General der Osttruppen). In January 1944, the post was renamed General of the Volunteer Units (General der Freiwilligenverbände), and Hellmich was replaced by General Ernst-August Köstring. Köstring became involved in military mobilization in the East as an Inspector of Turkic Troops after the Caucasus had been reconquered by the Red Army in early 1943. The Eastern Troops were growing fast. In mid-1943, more than 300,000 recruits were fighting in their ranks.5 A year later, these numbers had doubled. The vast majority of the Eastern Troops comprised non-Slavic minorities from the southern fringes of the Soviet empire (Turkestanis, Volga Tatars, North Caucasians, Azerbaijanis, Georgians, and Armenians), which, from early 1942, were organized within the six so-called Eastern Legions. Most of them were Muslims. Apart from the Eastern Legions, a Kalmyk cavalry corps and several smaller formations, among them Estonian, Lithuanian, Latvian, Finnish, Ukrainian, Belarusian, and Cossack units, fought under the command of the Eastern Troops. In late 1944 Hitler even agreed to enlist Russians into Andrei Vlasov’s Russian Army of Liberation. The Wehrmacht also experimented with various smaller volunteer formations outside the Eastern territories, most prominently Arab units and Subhas Chandra Bose’s Indian Wehrmacht legion “Azad Hind.”

The formation of non-German SS divisions was similarly the result of the unexpected evolution of the war.6 Initially, Himmler had founded the first three German SS divisions—Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler, Das Reich, and Totenkopf—with the intention of establishing an army independent from the Wehrmacht. The Waffen-SS, however, was originally much smaller than the Wehrmacht, and enlisting Germans became increasingly difficult. From late 1940 on, Himmler recruited West and North Europeans, beginning in Norway and the Low Countries. After Stalingrad, the mobilization effort was accelerated. The ethnic German “Prinz Eugen” Division was created to help combat partisans in the Balkans. Men from Latvia and Estonia were soon enrolled in the Waffen-SS, followed by others. Toward the end of the war, when Hitler lifted his ban on the formation of non-Germanic SS units, the Waffen-SS expanded rapidly. Among these non-Germanic volunteer formations were Crimean, Turkic, and Caucasian SS units in the East and Albanian and Bosnian divisions in the Balkans. Many of them were dominated by Muslims. Eventually nearly half a million of the soldiers of the Waffen-SS, organized in nineteen of its thirty-eight divisions, were recruited outside Germany.7

Most of the recruits were driven by material interests. Among prisoners of war, a significant incentive was the prospect of pay and better provisions. For captured soldiers from the Red Army in particular, fighting for the Germans seemed to be an attractive prospect compared with remaining in the appalling conditions of the camps.8 Other recruits, from the Balkans and the Crimea, for instance, hoped to protect their families and villages from partisans and bandits. Ideology and political motives also played a role. Nationalism, religious hatred, and anti-Bolshevism drove many into the German ranks. Under the banner of the swastika, the volunteers believed that they would be supporting the fight against Bolshevism or British imperialism and for the liberation of their countries from foreign rule. The Germans, for their part, did everything they could to propagandistically play up the potential ideological motives of their foreign helpers.

Initiated primarily to save German blood and balance the drastic shortage of manpower in the German armies, the commands of the Wehrmacht and the SS also saw the propagandistic value of these non-German units, which they hoped would influence the morale in the enemy’s armies and hinterland. The recruitment of Muslims, in this context, was of particular relevance as it became part of Germany’s general engagement with Islam. Once these units were deployed in the field, German officials promoted the idea that they were part of a broader campaign for Islamic mobilization, just as Himmler did in his Silesia speech.




Muslims in the Wehrmacht

Hitler was generally skeptical about the recruitment of non-Germans, especially of volunteers from the Soviet Union. But while he was most uncomfortable when it came to the enlistment of Slavic Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians, he considered Muslims to be the only truly trustworthy soldiers and supported their recruitment unconditionally. When discussing non-Russian volunteers from the East at his military headquarters, Wolf’s Lair, on 12 December 1942, Hitler urged the military command to be extremely cautious in organizing Caucasian formations in the Wehrmacht, which he considered to be a general risk: “I really don’t know, I must say, the Georgians are people who are not Mohammedans.… For the time being, I consider the formation of battalions of these pure Caucasian peoples as very risky, while I don’t see any danger in forming pure Mohammedan units.… Despite all explanations, either from Rosenberg or from the military side, I don’t trust the Armenians either.… The only ones I consider to be reliable are the pure Mohammedans.”9 Hitler explicitly placed Muslims not only above the Armenians but also above the Georgians, who were Rosenberg’s protégés. “I consider only the Mohammedans to be safe,” Hitler declared. “All the others I consider unsafe.”10 The reasons for Hitler’s unconditional trust in the Muslims were diverse. Apart from his positive ideological views of Islam, his experiences during the First World War may have influenced him. Moreover, he may also have been impressed by the collaboration of the Muslims in the northern Caucasus and the Tatars in the Crimea.

Hitler’s opinion of Muslims from the East was shared by the Wehrmacht command. The recruitment of Muslims was regularly justified with reference not only to the army’s shortage of men and the propagandistic value of the units but also to religion—on the assumption that Islam would enhance strong soldierly qualities. All three of these motives—the lack of manpower, the alleged militant qualities of Muslims, and the propagandistic impact of their recruitment—were expressed in countless military orders and instructions issued by the Wehrmacht. “The deployment of the armed legions is not simply meant to save German blood,” the High Command of Army Group South stated in the summer of 1942, when instructing German soldiers on the Wehrmacht’s Muslim helpers, “but also as a political weapon to undermine and reduce the enemy’s power to resist.”11 Moreover, the recruitment was explained with reference to the “political-religious attitude of the Turkic peoples (Mohammedans)” and their “largely positive soldierly qualities,” which “obliged” the German command to “exploit” them to “the greatest possible extent.” A few weeks later, the head of the army general staff, Franz Halder, emphasized that the recruitment was not just for the “reinforcement of the combat strength of the German formations” and “for the propagandistic impact” on enemy troops and civilians.12 Halder also underlined the “political and religious attitude of the Turkic peoples as well as their good soldierly qualities.” On the same day, an instruction was sent to the German staff of the Muslim legions asserting that the “significance” of the Muslim battalions “lay not only in their military value, but also in their propagandistic effect on the enemy and on the population in the respective countries.”13 Similarly, Oskar von Niedermayer, who became responsible for the formation of the Wehrmacht’s Muslim Turkic legions, stressed in his deployment order that Muslim units would not only “strengthen the combat power of the German formations” but also serve a “propagandistic” purpose.14 Moreover, the “political-religious attitude” and the good “soldierly qualities” of the Muslim Turkic peoples, he made clear by repeating earlier instructions, “obliged” the army to “exploit” prisoners of war for the German cause. Niedermayer also shared Hitler’s perception of Muslims. “Experiences” had shown that Christian Armenians and Georgians had to be monitored more carefully than the “actual Mohammedan Turk people,” he wrote.15 This view became dominant among the German army command. Discussing the recruitment of volunteers from the Soviet Union with Hitler in the summer of 1943, Wilhelm Keitel, head of the High Command of the Wehrmacht, reaffirmed Hitler’s positive view of the Turkic volunteers, in whom he saw the “fiercest enemies of Bolshevism.”16 The positive attitude toward Muslim volunteers was reflected in the formations: Muslims eventually constituted the largest religious group of non-Russian Wehrmacht recruits from the Soviet Union.

In the Eastern territories, the Wehrmacht had already begun recruiting Muslim volunteers before the Eastern Troops were set up.17 Facing a worsening war situation, in late 1941 army commanders on the front line began, on their own initiative, wherever necessary, to look for local collaborators and combed the prisoner of war camps for auxiliary volunteers, the so-called Hilfswillige (Hiwis for short). Plenty of Soviet deserters, prisoners of war, and volunteers from the local population signed on as sentries, ammunition carriers, translators, drivers, cooks, and servants, and some were already fighting alongside frontline troops before the winter of 1941. Among the earliest of these auxiliary combat troops were the first Muslim formations of the Third Reich. In October 1941, the Wehrmacht created a Caucasian unit under the command of Theodor Oberländer, the so-called Sonderverband Bergmann, and a Turkic unit commanded by the eccentric adventurer Andreas Mayer-Mader, who had traveled throughout Central Asia and served as a military advisor to Chiang Kai-shek.18 A month later, the army leadership ordered the creation of one Turkestani and one Caucasian unit, each of one hundred men, within the 444th Protection Division. Like Mayer-Mader’s unit, they were fighting partisans in southern Ukraine. Oberländer’s soldiers, once trained in Silesia and Upper Bavaria, advanced alongside the Wehrmacht into the Caucasus. Berlin was satisfied with the military performance of the Muslims, and the Muslim troops maintained this early prominence when the Wehrmacht began recruiting non-Russian volunteers more systematically into its Eastern Legions.

The order for the establishment of the Eastern Legions was issued on Hitler’s approval by the High Command of the Wehrmacht on 22 December 1941.19 The first two legions, the Turkestani Legion (Turkestanische Legion) and the Caucasian-Mohammedan Legion (Kaukasisch-Mohammedanische Legion), both founded on 13 January 1942, consisted almost entirely of Muslims. The Armenian Legion (Armenische Legion) and the Georgian Legion (Georgische Legion) followed in February, the North Caucasian Legion (Nordkaukasische Legion) in August, and the Volga Tatar Legion (Volga-Tatarische Legion) in September. In the end, four of the six legions founded in the East were Islamic or dominated by a large Muslim majority: the Turkestani Legion, the Caucasian-Mohammedan Legion (later renamed Azerbaijani Legion), the North Caucasian Legion, and the Volga Tatar Legion.20 The two non-Muslim legions, which Hitler mistrusted, were the Armenian Legion and the Georgian Legion. The commanders and the chief staff (Rahmen-und Stammpersonal) of the formations were German. Two operational headquarters (Organisationsstäbe) were created, which were responsible for the military and ideological training of the legions’ field battalions. The first was the so-called Aufstellungsstab der Ostlegionen (later renamed the Kommando der Ostlegionen), which was based in the General Government at the military training area in Rembertów and, from summer 1942 on, in Radom. It was chiefly organized by Ralph von Heygendorff, who held the command between 1942 and early 1944. The Kommando der Ostlegionen, however, was responsible only for the recruits from the area of the Army Group North and Middle. Volunteers from the area of Army Group South were trained separately in the Ukraine and later in Silesia—their operational headquarters was the 162nd Turkestani Infantry Division (162. Turkestanische Infanterie-Division), which was under the command of Oskar von Niedermayer until his replacement by Ralph von Heygendorff in 1944. By 1943, no fewer than seventy-nine infantry battalions had been created by the operational headquarters and sent to the front.21 Fifty-four of these were Muslim or dominated by Muslims. Further battalions were still being trained. Eventually, according to some estimates, around 35,000 to 40,000 Muslim Volga Tatars (Volga Tatar Legion), 110,000 to 180,000 Muslim Turkestanis (Turkestani Legion), and 110,000 Muslim and Christian recruits from the Caucasus (North Caucasian, Azerbaijani, Armenian, and Georgian Legions) fought in the German Wehrmacht.22 Among the recruits from the Caucasus were at least 28,000 Muslims from the North Caucasus and 25,000 to 38,000 Muslims from Azerbaijan. Armed with antitank guns, grenade launchers, machine guns, and automatic weapons, they fought in the various areas of the eastern war zone. Three Muslim battalions were employed in Stalingrad, and many fought in the Caucasus mountains. In the end, Muslim field battalions of the Eastern Legions were spread over the entire European continent. They were employed in the Balkans to put down Tito’s partisans and fought on the French and Italian invasion fronts. A total of six battalions took part in the defense of Berlin in 1945. In the last phase of the war, the 162nd Turkestani Infantry Division, which had been turned from a training unit into a field division comprised of some of its last trained battalions, was employed against partisans in Slovenia and in fights against US troops in northern Italy. By the end of the war, tens of thousands of Muslim recruits of the Eastern Legions had fallen in battle.23 In addition to the combat formations, many thousands of Muslims were recruited into labor, building, and supply units, and, from 1943 on, even physically unfit Muslim prisoners of war were recruited into four labor battalions and one labor reserve battalion.24

Outside the Eastern Legions, some Muslim auxiliary troops were fighting as an integrated part of regular German Wehrmacht units. The largest of these was created on the Crimean peninsula, where, in early 1942, Manstein’s 11th Army had begun to directly enlist Muslims.25 After the German invasion, some Crimean Tatars had volunteered for military service. In a letter to Hitler, a leading member of the old Muslim elite had expressed “great gratitude for the liberation of us Crimean Tatars (Mohammedans),” who had suffered under the “sanguinary Jewish-Communist rule,” and offered their military support: “For the speedy annihilation of the partisan groups in the Crimea, we sincerely ask you to allow us, as experts of the routes and paths of the Crimean forests … to establish under German command standing armed formations.”26 The following month, the 11th Army began enlisting. It was the “suggestion of leading Tatar and Mohammedan figures,” Keitel noted in early 1942, which had prompted the Wehrmacht to ask Hitler for permission to start recruiting among the Crimean Muslims.27 Throughout the war, Crimean Tatars operated in purely Islamic units within the 11th Army. In the end, up to 20,000 of them were fighting in German units on the peninsula.28 The army command was struck by the discipline and combat power of the Tatar units. “Their value in partisan counterinsurgency cannot be estimated highly enough,” assured an army report in March 1942.29 They kept the inland routes from the coast free of partisans and secured the sensitive mountain roads. Soon they also gained a grim reputation for being especially cruel during antipartisan operations. In the Yaila Mountains, Muslim units burned down partisan bases and killed unknown numbers of civilians. Impressed with their efficiency, the German command transferred the Tatar battalions to Romania when the Crimea was evacuated in spring 1944.

Less successful were the Wehrmacht’s attempts to establish Arab formations—despite the massive German propaganda campaign in North Africa and the Middle East. In July 1941 the army set up the so-called Sonderstab Felmy.30 Led by First World War veteran Hellmuth Felmy, one of its main purposes was to recruit and train Arab volunteers for the Wehrmacht within its so-called German-Arab Training Detachment (Deutsch-Arabische Lehrabteilung, or DAL), which was established in late 1941. The unit was composed of “German troops and people from the Oriental countries, who are Mohammedans throughout,” and was intended to operate in the Arab world following a German victory in the Caucasus.31 The Muslim soldiers of the German-Arab Training Detachment were to form the basis of a future “Arab Legion,” already celebrated by its recruits as the “Arab Freedom Corps” (al-Mufraza al-Arabiyya al-Hurra). The project turned out to be more difficult than expected. The Sonderstab Felmy experienced serious problems in attracting Arabs. By the end of May 1942, only 130 Arabs had been recruited, with another 50 about to enlist.32 One obstacle to German recruitment efforts was Turkey’s decision to refuse passage to Germany to Arabs who had fought for al-Kilani in Iraq.33 Ultimately, most of the volunteers were recruited from prisoner of war camps. Some had been students in Germany. The unit was first stationed at Cape Sunion, on the southern end of the Attica peninsula, where they awaited deployment to the Middle East. There were many conflicts among the Arab recruits. In his memoirs, al-Husayni claimed that Felmy would now and then seek his advice to settle these disputes. “The general complained to us about the trouble caused by the Arab students … and the arguments that constantly broke out between them,” the mufti recalled, acknowledging that “unfortunately” this was “a clear truth and a painful reality.”34 He failed to mention, however, that Felmy was particularly concerned about the effects of the mufti’s own intrigues and struggles with al-Kilani on the soldiers.35 In August 1942, when German troops finally began their advance on the Caucasus and a breakthrough to the Middle East seemed imminent, the Sonderstab Felmy and its military formation were moved to Stalino (Donetsk) in the Ukraine.36 The Arab component had grown to 800 men, now comprising four companies. After the conquest of the Caucasus mountains it was intended that they move to support the northern invasion of the Middle East. This, of course, never happened. While the 5,200 German soldiers of the Sonderstab Felmy fought, with heavy losses, on the Caucasian front, the Muslims, organized in one company of Arabs from Palestine, Syria, and Iraq and three companies of Arabs from Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco, were stationed in a camp a few hundred miles behind the front line.37 In November 1942 the High Command decided to move the four Muslim companies of the Sonderstab Felmy via Italy to North Africa, where they were to fight alongside Rommel’s army.38 Upon arrival in Tunis, they joined Arab volunteers who had been recruited in the Maghribian war zone.39 According to Rahn, by February 1943 no fewer than 2,400 Arabs stood under German command in North Africa.40 Among them were the soldiers of the Vichy unit Phalange Africaine.41 The recruits were to form three combat battalions: “Tunisia” (Tunesien), “Algeria” (Algerien), and “Morocco” (Marokko), though only “Algeria” became operationally ready.42 The Arabs of the Sondestab Felmy formed only a reserve unit and were never employed in combat. The Arab volunteers of the “Algeria” battalion proved unreliable.43 After a few disappointing attempts to employ them on the front and with a rise in desertions and defections, the army’s High Command decided to turn the Arab formations into labor units. Compared with other Muslim recruits, the Arab volunteers proved to be exceptionally disloyal—a complete failure.





Muslims in the SS

The SS also recruited thousands of Muslims into its ranks. In fact, Himmler shared Hitler’s favorable attitude toward Muslim soldiers. On 2 March 1943, after a meeting with the Reichsführer-SS, General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau wrote about Himmler’s enthusiasm for the foundation of the Muslim SS division in Bosnia:


Himmler certainly approved of my timidly voiced opinion that in the Bosnian Division the conventional SS cultural policy would be well complemented by the addition of field muftis. Christianity he dismissed simply on account of its softness. The hope for the paradise of Mohammed had at any cost to be fostered with the Bosnians since this guaranteed heroic performance.… Himmler regretted the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian military border and again and again spoke about the grand Bosnians and their fez.44

In the following months Himmler would argue repeatedly in the same vein. As late as March 1945 he would praise “the dauntless Mohammedans” of the Waffen-SS.45 Like the Wehrmacht officers, he and his subordinates in the SS Head Office also frequently considered the global propagandistic impact of Muslim soldiers in German uniform. Imagining pan-Islamic unity, Gottlob Berger once explained the employment of Muslim units in southeastern Europe as an attempt “to reach out to the Mohammedans of the whole world, since these are 350 million people who are decisive in the struggle with the British Empire.”46 Similarly, an internal SS report emphasized that the division was to show the “entire Mohammedan world” that the Third Reich was ready to confront the “common enemies of National Socialism and Islam.”47

SS recruiters first began to target Muslims in the Balkans, where, in early 1943, the partisan war threatened to divert more and more troops from the German army, already heavily weakened by defeats in the East and in North Africa. The largest Muslim SS unit of the region was formed in Bosnia. From February 1943 on, Himmler recruited thousands of Muslims into the 13th SS Waffen Mountain Division (13. Waffen-Gebirgs-Division der SS), which later was renamed “Handžar” (Handschar).48 The formation was enthusiastically supported by the leading Muslim autonomists, who, in their memorandum of 1 November 1942, had already suggested the establishment of a volunteer unit under German command.49 Handžar’s deployment took place under the auspices of the Croatian ethnic German SS-Division “Prinz Eugen” and its choleric commander, SS-Gruppenführer Artur Phleps. A considerable part of the division comprised members of the feared Muslim militia of Major Muhamed Hadžiefendić, which had been created by the Ustaša government in northeastern Bosnia in 1941.50 In the field, the leading German recruiter of Handžar became Karl von Krempler, who had grown up in Serbia and Turkey and was fluent in Bosnian. Although the majority of the Muslim population appeared to approve of the establishment of this division, fewer of them initially volunteered than had been anticipated. In time, though, recruiters enlisted around 20,000 volunteers.51 Praised by German propaganda in Croatia as “warriors against Bolshevism and Judaism,” they were to become both a political and a military force in the region.52

The Ustaša regime followed these events with the utmost suspicion. Its initial attempts to control the project failed. The SS gave short shrift to Zagreb’s requests to include the word “Ustaša” in the name of the division.53 In the end, the Germans assured Pavelić that around 15 percent of Handžar would be made up of Catholics and that his regime would be involved in the recruitment process.54 In reality, Bosnians perceived the division as a “Mohammedan issue,” as Winkler put it.55 Pavelić’s representative and liaison officer, Alija Šuljak, a Muslim who was notorious for his aggressive Ustaša propaganda, was quickly sidelined by German recruitment officers around Krempler.56 Many Muslims even deserted the Croatian army to join the new SS formation. Although Pavelić saw his hands tied, his regime missed no opportunity to hinder the establishment of the Muslim division. In April, Phleps complained to Berlin that the Croatian government “uses all possible means to obstruct or at least to delay the formation considerably.”57 The head of the SS Reich Security Head Office, Ernst Kaltenbrunner, reported similar complaints.58 In some cases, the Croats came at night for Muslim volunteers who had already been enlisted in the ranks of the SS, forced them out of their beds, and sent them to Croatian army barracks.59 Furious, Himmler ordered his police commissioner on the spot to clamp down on this practice and to search both Croatian barracks and the concentration camps Nova Gradiška and Jasenovac, declaring that he had “definitive and very precise reports” about young men who had been “transported to concentration camps simply because they have enlisted with us.” The perpetrators, he suggested, should themselves be taken to concentration camps or be executed.

Eager to avoid further Croatian sabotage, the SS moved Handžar to southern France, where the division was trained under the command of First World War veteran SS-Oberführer Karl-Gustav Sauberzweig. The German officials in the Balkans, most notably Horstenau, expressed concern about the transfer at this critical point of the war. Himmler, however, coolly rebuffed any such objections. But before long the concerns of the officers on the ground proved to be well founded. In the summer of 1943, when Tito initiated a major offensive in Bosnia, the relatives of Muslim volunteers were targeted first by the partisans. In France, their sons and husbands soon got wind of the developments at home. They knew that their families were left completely vulnerable and without any viable defense. Shocked by these events, especially since the Germans had promised them employment in their own country to protect their homes, many of the Bosnian volunteers became disillusioned. Discontent rose. In the night of 16–17 September, a group of soldiers rebelled and shot an officer.60 Although caught off guard, the Germans quickly put down the revolt, with fifteen soldiers killed. Numerous rebels were arrested and publicly executed by firing squads. Berger blamed not the Muslims but the (around 2,800) Catholics of the formation.61 A bit later Hitler expressed the same opinion, stressing that only the Muslims of the division had been proven trustworthy.62 Soon Handžar was moved to the Silesian training ground at Neuhammer, where Himmler visited twice and gave his motivational speech. Al-Husayni, too, was sent there. Publishing a photo series of his visit to Neuhammer, the Wiener Illustrierte explained to its readers that the Muslims were to fight in the SS ranks with “fanatic faith in their heart,” knowing “that only on the side of Germany can they sustain their freedom of faith and freedom of life.”63 Finally, in late February 1944, the Muslims were sent back to the Balkans. “Our Führer, Adolf Hitler, has kept his promise. A new era is dawning. We are coming!,” announced a propaganda leaflet distributed throughout Bosnia.64 Another one declared, “Now we are here!” to fight “every enemy of the homeland.”65 Hitler and Himmler had personally approved these pamphlets.66 Handžar was mostly used for antipartisan operations in northeastern Bosnia and acquired a grim reputation for its brutality and violent excesses.67 A British liaison officer with Tito’s partisans reported on the division’s atrocities: “It behaves well in Moslem territory, but in Serb populated areas massacres all civil population without mercy or regard for age or sex.”68 After the war, an officer of Handžar gave a graphic report of crimes committed by members of the division: “One woman was killed and her heart taken out, carried around and then thrown into a ditch.”69 Hermann Fegelein, Himmler’s liaison officer at Hitler’s headquarters, reported to Hitler on the atrocities of Handžar during a military briefing on 6 April 1944, describing how the Muslim division had spread fear across the Balkans: “They kill them with only the knife. There was a man who was wounded. He had his arm tied up and with the left hand still finished off 17 enemies. There are also cases where they cut out their enemy’s heart.”70 Hitler was not interested. “I couldn’t care less” (Das ist Wurst), he replied, and carried on with the meeting’s agenda. A few months later, an internal Wehrmacht report noted: “Muslims have done very well, and so they must be extensively supported and strengthened by military and civil agencies.”71 Berger, too, was impressed, declaring that “fighting against Tito and the Communists thus becomes for the Moslems a holy war.”72 When Kersten asked him about Handžar’s military performance, he replied: “First class, they are as tough as the best German divisions were at the beginning of the war. They regard their weapons as sacred.… The Moslems cling to their flag with the same passionate courage, the Prophet’s ancient green flag with a white half-moon, stained with the blood of ancient battles, its staff splintered with bullets.”73

Soon, however, it became clear that more local help was needed in the Balkans. Desperate for manpower, German recruiters began to target Albanian Muslims. In early 1944 Hitler endorsed the formation of a Muslim division of Albanians, the 21st SS Waffen Mountain Division (21. Waffen-Gebirgsdivision der SS), called “Skanderbeg.”74 Skanderbeg, which was deployed in Kosovo, in the area between Peć, Priština, and Prizren, was to operate in northern Albania and the borderlands of Montenegro. It consisted of recruits from the local civilian population, prisoners of war, and Albanian soldiers from Handžar. Enlistment of civilians was, as documents in the Albanian Central State Archive show, organized in close cooperation with the institutions of the Albanian puppet state, most importantly the Ministry of Defense.75 Keitel ordered the release of Albanian prisoners of war of the “Muslim faith” to swell the ranks of the unit.76 The basis of the new division, however, was formed by the Albanian contingent of Handžar.77 Himmler expected “great usefulness” from the unit since the Albanians who fought in Handžar had proved to be highly motivated and disciplined.78 In practice, though, the division suffered from a shortage of equipment and armaments and a lack of German staff to train new recruits. Over the summer and autumn of 1944, only a single battalion had been readied for combat and employed to fight partisans. “Day-in, day-out and night-in, night-out, Skanderbeg units advanced into the mountains to cover the flanks of the retreating troops,” observed a German soldier in Prizren.79 “They were the horror of the partisans.”80 Ultimately, the battalion became directly involved in Nazi crimes. In July 1944 the commander of Skanderbeg, August Schmidhuber, reported that his men had taken measures to crack down on “Jews, Communists and intellectual supporters of the Communists.”81 Between 28 May and 5 July the Albanians had captured “a sum total of 510 Jews, Communists, and supporters of gangs and political suspects.” Skanderbeg was also involved in retributive hangings following acts of sabotage.82 With the numbers of deaths and desertions rising, the division was shrinking steadily. Equally problematic was the formation of a third Muslim division of the Waffen-SS in the Balkans, the Bosnian 23rd SS Waffen Mountain Division (23. Waffen-Gebirgsdivision der SS), known as “Kama.”83 Established in June 1944, Kama comprised both Muslim civilians and several units from Handžar. After a series of desertions, the SS was compelled to disband the unit in late October 1944, only five months after its founding.

In the East, the SS was initially cautious. The Security Police and the Security Service of the SS in the Crimea were first to recruit Muslims systematically, using them as auxiliaries. Based on an agreement with the 11th Army, in early 1942 Otto Ohlendorf employed some of the recruited Crimean Muslims in his Einsatzgruppe D. Soon 1,632 Muslim volunteers were fighting in fourteen so-called Tatar self-defense units (Tatarenselbstschutzkompanien) of Einsatzgruppe D, scattered across the Crimean peninsula.84 An SS report about the volunteers praised the Tatars for being “explicitly opposed to Bolshevism, Jews, and Gypsies.”85 Ohlendorf’s right-hand man, Willi Seibert, noted that they had “proved their supreme worth” in combat against partisans.86 Eventually, SS officers developed the idea of founding another Muslim division in the East. Walter Schellenberg, head of the foreign intelligence of the SD, had discussed the deployment of a formation of Turkic and Tatar volunteers as early as 1941 in the Reich Security Head Office but had given up on these plans due to a lack of personnel and resources.87 In autumn 1943 the idea was revived and discussed by Schellenberg and Berger.88 On 14 October 1943, Schellenberg sent Berger a memorandum on the formation of a “Mohammedan Legion of the Waffen-SS” composed of Muslims from the Soviet Union.89 The “political-ideological basis” of this unit was to be “Islam alone,” it stated. Convinced that the division would have a political and military impact throughout the Islamic world, Schellenberg summarized his ultimate “aim” in one sentence: “Formation of Mohammedan units for the increasing revolutionization and winning over of the entire Islamic world.” Thrilled, Berger recommended the plan to Himmler. The deployment of an Eastern Muslim division was a “political matter of the highest significance and importance,” he stressed, by which “another part of the Mohammedan world would be won” for Germany’s war.90 Its formation would demonstrate “that we are serious about friendship with the Mohammedan world.”

The following month, Himmler began recruiting among Soviet Muslims for an Eastern Muslim SS Division (Ostmuselmanisches SS-Division), the name emphasizing the religious character of the formation.91 The Wehrmacht agreed to transfer its Turkic battalions 450 and I/94 to the SS, where they were to become the basis of the new division.92 Andreas Mayer-Mader, who was still in charge of his Muslim unit, now called Turk Battalion 450, and part of the Turkestani Legion, was recruited by the SS to become commander of the new formation.93 He seemed particularly suitable, as he claimed to be an expert in the Muslim faith and on the verge of converting to Islam.94 The Eastern Muslim SS Division was never fully employed, however. Mayer-Mader’s command remained limited to the division’s so-called 1st Eastern Muslim SS Regiment (1. Ostmuselmanisches SS-Regiment), which derived from the two Wehrmacht battalions. In early 1944 it contained only 800 men.95 In spring 1944 Fritz Sauckel, Hitler’s general plenipotentiary for labor deployment, released all of those Turkic and Tatar workers from the Labor Service who were willing to fight in the new Muslim unit.96 SS enlisters also recruited Muslims from prisoner of war camps.97 With the help of Josef Terboven, Reich commissar for Norway, the SS even screened the prisoner of war camps across Norway for a few hundred detained Muslims.98 The High Command of the Wehrmacht, though, was increasingly resistant to SS attempts to recruit from its Muslim legions, seeing the SS more and more as a rival in the East.99 Mayer-Mader, who faced resistance within his unit, was soon discharged, and later killed in mysterious circumstances. He was succeeded by several officers, among them the sadistic Hauptmann Heinz Billig (March–April) and the Nazi careerist SS-Hauptsturmführer Emil Hermann (April–July).100 The 1st Eastern Muslim SS Regiment first fought partisans in the area around Minsk before being sent to Poland to join the infamous Dirlewanger Regiment in the suppression of the Warsaw uprising—as was a regiment of the Azerbaijani Legion of the Wehrmacht.101

Meanwhile, the SS continued to pursue the plan of the Eastern Muslim SS Division—now called the Eastern Turkic SS Corps (Osttürkische Waffenverband der SS).102 Responsibility for the recruitment of the Eastern Turkic Muslims now fell to Reiner Olzscha of the volunteer section of the SS Head Office. First, the SS needed a new commander, one who was familiar with the Muslim world. A German officer who had served in the Ottoman army during the First World War and a former colonial officer from the Dutch army were suggested.103 In the early summer of 1944, Berger finally found a suitable man—an officer familiar with “the Eastern Turkic-Islamic world.”104 Himmler’s new commander of the Eastern Turkic SS Corps was fifty-nine-year-old Wilhelm Hintersatz, better known as Harun al-Rashid Bey, an army officer from Brandenburg who had converted to Islam during the First World War and who had worked with Enver Pasha on the Ottoman general staff.105 During that time he had also met Otto Liman von Sanders, for whom he felt a deep admiration.106 The campaign for Islamic mobilization in the Great War had strongly influenced Hintersatz, as it had so many others. After 1918 he had become involved with the former Muslim prisoners of war from the Wünsdorf Camp and had served in Italian intelligence in Abyssinia in the 1930s, claiming in his curriculum vitae that the “trust of the native Mohammedans” had been his best “instrument” there.107 “The Mohammedans saw in me a fellow believer, who prayed with them without timidity in their mosque,” he boasted. He had “always been ready” to cut the “Achilles’ heel” of Germany’s “most dangerous enemy,” England, which, in his view, was Islam.108 Married with two children, the qualified engineer was not the archetypical adventurer. He had become involved with Islam and Islamic politics by chance. Playing up his “Islamic connections” and describing his “affiliation with Islam” and the trust he enjoyed among Muslims as his “essential instrument,” he had impressed SS officers.109 Before his appointment, al-Rashid had worked as a liaison officer of the Reich Security Head Office with the mufti of Jerusalem.110 Olzscha contacted al-Rashid in May: “I wish to make you a very concrete proposition, which also first and foremost considers the position which distinguishes you as a Mohammedan and former officer.”111 Indeed, within the SS Head Office, al-Rashid’s appointment was explained with reference to his “close relationships to the Islamic world” and the SS propaganda for the “Turkic-Islamic world.”112

The Eastern Turkic SS Corps under Harun al-Rashid was to become a reservoir of all Eastern Muslim volunteers.113 Its base became the 1st Eastern Muslim SS Regiment, although it was restructured into three, and later four, battalions (Crimea, Turkestan, Idel-Ural, and finally Azerbaijan). Al-Rashid’s most prominent volunteer was Prince Mansur Daoud, a distant cousin of King Faruq of Egypt, whose recruitment strengthened the unit’s pan-Islamic character.114 Impressed by his performance, al-Rashid reported that Daoud had proven to be a “substantial political factor” and that he, “in the closest cooperation with the chief mullah,” conducted “effective propaganda.”115 By December 1944 around 3,000 Muslims had been enlisted in the Eastern Turkic SS Corps; in early 1945 it had grown to 8,500.116 Ultimately, the formation of the complete corps failed, but the SS managed to mobilize significantly more Muslims than had fought in the 1st Eastern Muslim SS Regiment. In the end, the SS began enlisting every Eastern Muslim within its reach. In the summer of 1944, for instance, 800 former soldiers of the Tatar units, which had been evacuated from the Crimea to Romania, were recruited into the Tatar SS Waffen Mountain Brigade (Tatarische Waffen-Gebirgs-Brigade der SS) and fought, armed only with carbines, in Hungary before being integrated into al-Rashid’s corps.117 SS recruiters would even screen the Reich Commissariat Ostland for Muslim cannon fodder. In March 1944 the head of Vienna’s Islamic community, Salih Hadzicalić, was consulted by the SS Head Office about the Muslims of Vilnius, prompting the SS to contact Mufti Szynkiewicz about Muslims there.118 As late as November 1944, the SS command in Danzig reported to the SS Head Office on the “transfer of Muslim members of the police to the Waffen-SS,” specifically two Muslim soldiers who had been recruited in the Ostland.119 In late 1944 Himmler decided to organize some of the Eastern Muslims into two regiments of a newly founded Caucasian SS Corps (Kaukasischer Waffenverband der SS).120 Varying in size between 1,000 and 2,000 men, the corps was split into four regiments, of which two were to be Muslim or dominated by Muslims: Northern Caucasian and Azerbaijani (the non-Muslim regiments were Armenian and Georgian). The Azerbaijanis of the Eastern Turkic SS Corps, however, successfully petitioned not to be mixed with Christian Armenians and Georgians in this new corps but to remain in al-Rashid’s purely Islamic formation.121 As the war was nearing its end, the recruiting process became more and more chaotic. The morale of the troops suffered. In late December 1944 some of the men of the Turkestani regiment, led by their commander, Ghulam Alimov, revolted in the Hungarian-Slovakian border area.122 Along with 400 to 500 of his men, Alimov arrested all German officers and even executed some of them before escaping into the woods to join the Slovak partisans. In January 1945, however, many of the deserters returned, while only 250 to 300 stayed with the partisans. In the last months of the war, the corps fought in northern Italy, where it finally surrendered to the US Army.

From the beginning, officers in the SS Head Office understood the massive mobilization of Eastern Muslims as part of a general campaign that aimed to revolutionize all Muslims of the Soviet Union against Moscow. A particularly eager proponent of this policy was Emil Hermann. A veteran officer of the SS, Hermann had been responsible for the military and political organization of the Eastern Muslim SS troops before briefly taking over command of the 1st Eastern Muslim Regiment. Olzscha explained after the war that Hermann had hoped to advance his career through the Islamic question and in fact aspired to run an office for Islamic affairs, planned in the SS Head Office.123 As early as 14 December 1943, Hermann referred to the endeavor to “set Islam in motion” (den Islam in Bewegung bringen werden) in a general memorandum about the foundation of the Eastern SS formation.124 Although the paper spoke in general terms about the “registration of the currently available Muslim peoples with the aim of employing them in the fight against the enemy powers,” it was mainly concerned with the Muslims of the Soviet Union. Compared to the Arabs, their hatred of foreign rule, which was based on their religiosity, was even more powerful, Hermann wrote. Their “great love of freedom” and the “teaching of Islam” generated a “tremendous pride,” which the SS had to consider in order not to make the same mistakes as the Wehrmacht. Berger reacted to the memorandum with one of his simple notes in the margins: “Yes, agreed!”125 Five days earlier, when meeting Gerd Schulte, an officer of the SS Head Office who was assigned to oversee the establishment of the Muslim division, Mayer-Mader suggested that the SS should become the protector of the Eastern Turks. Schulte corrected him, emphasizing that one would have to speak about the “patron of all Muslims.”126 Mayer-Mader understood. In a special report, he outlined his idea for a unit that was organized strictly along Islamic lines and would accommodate Muslims from all parts of the Soviet Union.127 He also pointed to the division’s effects on the wider Islamic world and discussed its employment in terms of Germany’s general policy on Islam. “Our enemies well know that the interests of Islam and Germany run parallel,” he claimed, describing Muslims and Germans as “the most natural allies.” Almost the entire Muslim world was colonized by the Soviets, British, and French. But even though many Muslims saw “the only hope for Islam in an alliance with Germany,” more had to be done. Apart from propaganda, practical measures were needed “to show the common man that Germany sees in Islam an equal friend and ally.” The most efficient measure was the formation of the division of Eastern Turkic Muslims, which would soon influence all Muslims of the Soviet Union. On 4 January 1944, Mayer-Mader, joined by Heinz Billig, who at that time still led the staff of the new division in Berlin, met Schulte again and established the future goals of the new division. The “short-term objective” was to function as a “task force against Bolshevism.” The “long-term objective,” the SS men decided, would be not only the “liberation of Turkestan” but also the broader “activation of the Muslims” (Aktivierung der Moslems) of the Soviet Union.128 It was this misconception, the notion that Islam was a bloc that could be “activated,” which dominated the views of German SS officers toward the end of the war.

This idea came even more to the fore in the summer of 1944, when the plans for the Eastern Muslim SS formation were reorganized. Reiner Olzscha wrote a whole series of reports on this matter, all roughly based on his general memorandum of 24 April 1944 about the involvement of the SS in Eastern Muslim affairs.129 In a report dated 7 June 1944, he discussed the Eastern formation in terms of a wider aim to mobilize Eastern Muslims against the Soviet Union.130 Stressing that the Muslims were the strongest non-Slavic and non-Christian minority of the Soviet Union, that their religion was a genuine bulwark against Moscow, and that their history of uprisings had proven their anti-Russian and anti-Bolshevist stance, Olzscha argued that the “struggle for freedom of the Mohammedan Turk people” provided an ideal basis for an alliance with Germany, an alliance that would be welcomed in wider parts of the Islamic world. Similar notes followed. In one of them, Olzscha argued that “hundreds of thousands of Turkic Muslims” would form the “strongest subversive minority of the Soviet Union” and should be “exploited” by the SS.131 In another, he described the new Eastern Muslim SS formation as a “platform for political fanaticization of the Eastern Turks in the fight against Bolshevist Russia.”132 Berger agreed.133 Not only the political-national motives but also the “Mohammedan worldview” of the Eastern Muslims were to be used “as an effective bulwark against Bolshevism,” he wrote to Himmler.134 In some further instructions Berger specified that Himmler’s order for the formation of the “Eastern Turkic Corps” aimed to concentrate all “Turkic Mohammedan anti-Bolshevist forces” for the purpose of “the inner fragmentation of the Soviet Union.”135 Berger’s plans for the Eastern Muslim Corps and the splintering of the Soviet Union, however, clashed with the realities of the war. In practice its units were not employed on Soviet territory. Nevertheless, officers at the SS Head Office were convinced by the plan. In a report to Berger, SS-Hauptsturmführer Ulrich, an official at the SS Head Office, urged the pursuit of the “desired ultimate goal,” which, he summarized, was the “revolutionalization of the anti-Bolshevik forces in Russia through Islam, as a detonator within the state.” “If this impact, through the 30 million Muslims in the Soviet Union, is to be effected, nevertheless, the deployment of the Eastern Turkic Corps cannot be relinquished.”136 The SS Head Office would follow these plans until the downfall of the Third Reich in 1945.

A vigorous promoter of Islamic mobilization in the last months of the war was the new commander of the Eastern Muslim formation, Harun al-Rashid, who, like Olzscha and Berger, described the corps as a “platform for the fanaticization” of the Muslims in the Soviet Union.137 He had “guaranteed” Olzscha a “loyal, combat-ready and soldierly valuable Mohammedan military force” (mohamedanische Waffenkraft).138 Underlining the importance of employing purely Muslim units, he also pleaded for stronger “Islamic-religious influence.”139 To guarantee this, he suggested, in June 1944, the deployment and training of the new corps in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where they could join the Muslim SS units already there.140 In the Balkans it would be possible, he stressed, to direct “our people” into the mosques and to bring them under the influence of the Bosnian ‘ulama. Al-Rashid went as far as to suggest that, in case the Germans never conquered the Soviet Union, the Eastern Muslims could settle among the “very pro-German Mohammedan population of the Balkans.”

The efforts by the SS to mobilize Muslims were increasingly opposed by the Wehrmacht and the East Ministry. The Wehrmacht feared the disintegration of its Muslim legions. Indeed, Harun al-Rashid internally suggested transferring “all Mohammedan formations” to the Waffen-SS.141 More forceful opposition to the SS policy of Islamic mobilization of the Eastern Muslims came from Mende and officers of the East Ministry. When the SS began organizing its first Eastern Muslim units in late 1943, Mende’s protégé, the Turkic exile Veli Kajum, concerned about losing influence, protested that “the SS pursued ‘pan-Islamic’ aims.”142 The SS swiftly confronted Kajum.143 In February 1944 Mende himself stepped in, writing a lengthy report about the new SS line for Berger, who had by then also seized control of the political department of the East Ministry.144 Mende acknowledged the central role Islam played in the deployment of Muslim units in the Balkans: “The Western Muslim SS-Division of the Bosniaks can be successful under the unifying idea of Islam because the Bosniaks, who speak Croatian, distinguish themselves from the linguistically undifferentiated Croatian and Serbian environment only through Islam and the particular habits deriving from it. For them Islam is therefore the embodiment of their difference and the bond to the greater Islamic world.”145 However, he vehemently protested against expanding this policy to the East: “The situation among the Mohammedans in the Soviet Union is very different.” The Wehrmacht had divided Muslims into the four legions according to their ethnicity. “The unification of the Mohammedans of the Soviet Union in the Eastern Muslim SS Division requires a change from the hitherto political-propagandistic treatment,” Mende cautioned. Basing policy toward the Eastern Muslims on “the unifying power of Islam” would inevitably lead to a pan-Turanian movement that could not be controlled. Somewhat inconsistently, he claimed that, in any case, Islam played no decisive role in the East. Only 5 percent of Eastern Muslims were still attached to Islam, and only an additional 20 percent would possibly be receptive to a religious campaign. It was the “national question,” Mende asserted, that played the “decisive role.” Moreover, he warned that “the strong emphasis on unifying Islam” would make the smaller non-Muslim peoples of the Eastern territories, Georgians and Armenians, feel “subordinated,” which would make them turn to Moscow. Still, even Mende acknowledged that the SS policy would have “positive effects on Turkey and probably on the entire Mohammedan world.” He suggested a compromise. The volunteer formations should remain structured along ethnic lines, but this policy could be “complemented by a strong emphasis on the general principles of Islam and through the support of the fraternal bond between the greater Turkic-speaking units.”146 The SS could not have cared less. A few months later, in the summer of 1944, Mende turned again to Berger to repeat his concerns—once more without success.147 Finally, on 13 September 1944, representatives of the SS Head Office, including Olzscha and Ulrich, met to consult with Mende.148 Mende once more complained about the pan-policies of the SS. The SS remained firm. Mende’s position conflicted not only with that of the SS Head Office but also with that of his colleague Johannes Benzing, who supported the SS line. The interwar academic debates about the impact of Islam in the Soviet Union had turned into a conflict over policy making.

The SS policy toward the Muslims of the Eastern territories had a larger dimension. In the final months of the war, Muslim mobilization in the East became part of a full-scale pan-Islamic campaign launched by the SS. “Mobilization of Islam” was, indeed, the title of a memorandum written by the ambitious Emil Hermann in late February 1944.149 It suggested nothing less than an operation aimed at ensuring “that the whole Islamic world is set in motion” (dass der gesamte Islam in Bewegung gerät). Hermann outlined a gigantic pan-Islamic mobilization project targeting all countries within reach of the SS:


It is proposed to effect a Führer order via the Reichsführer-SS, which summons all capable Muslims within reach in Europe to come to a specific staging point. It must include both Mohammedan civil workers as well as O.T.-laborers [workers of the Organization Todt], prisoners of war, etc. The assemblage of the Mohammedans in Spain, France, Italy, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, and Croatia would have to be carried out in cooperation with the Foreign Office and the foreign governments.… This campaign of orchestration would have to be preceded by a promotion exercise by the grand mufti via broadcast, press and pamphlet propaganda. The 13th Bosnian Waffen Mountain Division as well as the Eastern Muslim and Albanian [divisions], which are currently being deployed, would serve as a substantial propaganda instrument.… With regard to the Crimean Tatars, it is proposed to assemble the mullahs (Odessa or the Crimea itself) and to let the grand mufti speak to them in person. The Mohammedans of the countries of Spain, France, Italy, and Greece can be considered for the Arab Legion. There are only a few Mohammedans in Romania, so a separate formation would be unrealistic. With the Mohammedans of the Bulgarian region, a legion of Pomak Muslims could be employed. Circa 450,000 Pomak Muslims live in Bulgaria, who are suppressed by the Bulgarian government. During the deployment of new Mohammedan formations it must be considered that the officer posts are given to Mohammedans or Germans.150

The plan never materialized, although, in the last year of the war, the SS made considerable (and mostly unsuccessful) attempts to mobilize, or “activate” as Berger and other SS officers had put it, Muslims wherever possible—not just from the Soviet Union and the Baltic but also from Africa, South Asia, and the Middle East. In the autumn of 1943 Himmler asked Berger to assess the issue of including Indian Muslims in Handžar. Berger answered that his “in-depth investigation” had shown that their integration into the Bosnian unit was not possible, as Indian Muslims would feel first Indian, not Muslim.151 He also advised against the employment of an Indian Muslim Formation (Indischer Moslemverband) on the Eastern Front, as he feared desertion to India.152 The plan was never pursued. Shortly afterward, Berger came up with another idea. In December 1943, after having consulted the mufti, he suggested to Himmler that they recruit Muslims from eastern Africa who were imprisoned in France: “These Mohammedans would like to fight against the English and Americans in Italy.”153 Berger expressed his wish to discuss the issue with Otto Abetz, the German ambassador to Paris. This never happened, either. Ultimately, SS recruitment of Arabs was largely unsuccessful, as it had been in the Wehrmacht. In France, under the auspices of the SD, the Brigade Nord-Africaine, a contingent of around 180 Algerians, which operated under the infamous Parisian Gestapo officer Henri Lafont and the Algerian nationalist Muhammad al-Mahdi, known as “SS Muhammad,” was created in early 1944.154 The unit fought the French resistance in central France but, as the military situation in France deteriorated, disintegrated within months. The plan to establish an “Arab-Islamic army” (Arabisch-Islamische Armee) for the Waffen-SS, as suggested by al-Husayni in the summer of 1944, proved to be entirely unrealistic.155 The SS reported that only 300 Arabs were available for the establishment of such an army, although Berger was still convinced that more Arab volunteers might be recruited in the future.156 Once again, the idea never materialized. Even plans for a smaller Arab infantry regiment proved unfeasible.157

As the SS tried more and more desperately to enlist every Muslim within reach, eventually even concentration camps were screened for potential recruits.158 In the spring of 1944 Himmler ordered Berger to contact Oswald Pohl, head of the SS Economic and Administrative Head Office (SS-Wirtschafts- und Verwaltungshauptamt) and in charge of the general organization of the concentration camps, to discuss the recruitment of Muslim prisoners for the Waffen-SS.159 Himmler’s personal administrative officer, Rudolf Brandt, even sent Berger a detailed list of Muslim concentration camp detainees, which had been compiled by Pohl’s bureaucrats (Figure 6.1).160 Titled “Account of the Inmates of the Islamic Faith” (Aufstellung über die Häftlinge islamitischen Glaubens), it listed all male and female Muslim prisoners in the camps Auschwitz (I–III), Buchenwald, Dachau, Flossenbürg, Groß-Rosen, Mauthausen, Natzweiler, Neuengamme, Ravensbrück, Sachsenhausen, Stutthof, and Bergen-Belsen. Altogether, 1,130 Muslim men and nineteen Muslim women were recorded. Most of them were from eastern and southeastern Europe and had presumably been interned as political prisoners. Still, the list was incomplete, as some groups, most notably Muslim prisoners from Arab countries, were not included.161 The SS Head Office reacted swiftly, prompting a bureaucratic process that lasted half a year and involved the SS Reich Security Head Office, the SS Economic and Administrative Head Office, and Himmler’s staff. Finally, on 16 November 1944, Olzscha reported to Berger that the SS Reich Security Head Office had, despite repeated requests, not yet determined whether some of the Muslims in the concentration camps were suitable for recruitment.162 Berger informed Himmler of these problems and suggested calling a halt to the process.163 A part of the Bosnian Muslims had, at the request of the Ustaša government, already been released in the meantime, and the remaining Muslims, who were interned “because of various offenses,” would surely not make good soldiers, the chief of the SS Head Office wrote. Himmler did not pursue the issue further.
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6.1  List of Muslim concentration camp inmates, compiled by the SS Economic and Administrative Head Office, 1944 (BAB).


Overall, a closer look at the non-German formations of both the Wehrmacht and the SS reveals that Muslims played a significant role within them. While the Wehrmacht was the first to begin recruiting Muslims and mobilized far more overall than Himmler, the SS became the strongest force in the military mobilization of Muslims near the end of the war. Both Wehrmacht and SS authorities considered the soldiers’ religious identity to be important when forming Muslim units. Leading German officials, most notably Hitler, Himmler, and Berger, repeatedly used religious rather than national or ethnic categories when speaking and writing about these formations. As in other cases of non-German mobilization by the Wehrmacht and SS, the recruitment of Muslims was launched primarily to balance the shortage of manpower. Yet, in the Muslims’ case, considerations of general war propaganda as well as notions of the Muslims’ trustworthiness and soldierly quality played an exceptional role. Consequently, the Wehrmacht and the SS recruited a vast number of Muslims and, as the following chapters show, decided to provide them with special religious care and propaganda.





CHAPTER SEVEN


Islam and Politics in the Units


On 28 January 1944, as Muslim troops in the Wehrmacht and the SS were fighting on all fronts, Himmler spoke at a conference of functionaries of the NSDAP’s Office of Racial Politics, which was also attended by Goebbels.1 Boasting about the European recruits in the Waffen-SS, he suddenly began to speak about his Bosnian division: “And here, with this Muslim-Bosniak division, the SS has for once deployed a division which is entirely religious in nature.” The anticlerical party ideologues must have caught their breath, and Himmler appeared to be well aware of that. “You have understood correctly: totally religious, entirely Muslim,” he affirmed. Every battalion had its imam, and he had, “with the authorization of the Führer,” even reintroduced the old Habsburg rights: “The devout Muslims get the food which their religion dictates. They have the absolute freedom to exercise their religious practices, religious habits and customs.” And then, after praising the religious character of the division, Himmler finally revealed his personal opinion about these religious concessions for the Muslim recruits: “I must say, I don’t have anything against Islam because it educates men in this division for me and promises them paradise when they have fought and been killed in battle. A practical and attractive religion for soldiers!” He received strong, sustained applause.

Behind closed doors, among his party comrades, Himmler’s opinion of Islam seemed more pragmatic and less idealistic than one might have concluded when listening to him talk to the Muslim volunteers in Silesia. The speech revealed that it was cool reasoning rather than ideological fervor that shaped his ideas about Muslim soldiers. It also showed that Himmler was conscious of the significance of Islam when he deployed the Muslim division and that he was convinced that the Muslim faith strengthened military discipline and combat morale.

This view was widely shared in the SS and the Wehrmacht. Once the Muslim units were established, it was important to keep the soldiers’ morale high. Islamic sentiment, it was believed, would enhance military discipline and the willingness to fight. German officials perceived Islam as characteristically aggressive and were convinced that it would motivate soldiers for combat. Islam, it was believed, could make war just and legitimate for Muslims. In a “holy war,” killing was no longer prohibited. Sacrifice in battle became an honor. Moreover, the conception of a genuine incompatibility between Islam and Bolshevism and, in some cases, the idea of an antagonism between Islam and Judaism made the Muslim faith seem an ideal pillar of the Muslim units. Finally, Islam—more specifically Islamic rituals, laws, and authorities—seemed a potential instrument to enhance discipline and order in the units. Islam also appeared to provide a strong bond that could be used to foster group cohesion in the formations. The esprit de corps in Germany’s Muslim units could draw on both the regimental and the religious community.

In consequence, the Wehrmacht and the SS not only tolerated religious practices in the Muslim units but also actively supported and instrumentalized them. In the initial phases of the recruitment process, German officials tried to use religious arguments to promote the war against alleged common enemies. After the units were deployed, this policy was pursued further. Muslims were granted various religious concessions with respect to dietary, celebratory, and burial practices. In fact, Germany’s policy measures often went far beyond the basic needs and expectations of the Muslim volunteers. In the units, European military structures and practices—like drill, tactics, and command hierarchies—merged with the religious customs and norms of the Muslims. This phenomenon is indeed well known from the history of the European colonial armies, most notably of the sepoy regiments in British India.2 Overall, military effectiveness, it was believed, derived from the way military organization was connected to the particular religion of the soldiers.

To be sure, throughout the centuries religion had been an important matter in most armies.3 Food and faith were among the most imminent concerns of soldiers on the frontlines, struggling for survival, and military commanders generally considered religious care crucial for the strengthening of discipline and fighting morale. In Hitler’s armies, though, the place of religion was contested.4 Although the military command supported some 1,000 Protestant and Catholic battlefield chaplains and the provision of pastoral care, other parts of the regime, most importantly the powerful party organizations, tried to curb Christian influence in the units. In the non-German formations, both in the Wehrmacht and the SS, Berlin generally followed a policy of noninterference in religious affairs. All denominations were free to practice and to promote their religion. The Germans’ intense efforts to accommodate and encourage Islam in the units were very unusual compared to the policies adopted toward other religious groups. Whereas the use of Christian army chaplains in the Wehrmacht’s Eastern Troops was, at least initially, prohibited, the Germans provided military imams for its Muslim units from the beginning.5 And by the time Christian chaplains and even Buddhist lamas were employed in the volunteer units of the Wehrmacht and the SS, allowances for Islamic religious practices in the units had assumed a much larger scale. Indeed, the number of field imams employed for the Muslim troops proportionally exceeded the number of Christian army chaplains employed by the Third Reich in the German and non-German units. In the Muslim formations, religion played a more important role. One reason for this was a general mistrust of Christianity and especially of the Orthodox Church. Moreover, Christian volunteers in the legions, most notably Georgians and Armenians, showed far less religiosity than their Islamic counterparts, Bosnians, Turkestanis, Azerbaijanis, North Caucasians, and Crimean Tatars. The decision to support religion in the Muslim units was made on the assumption that Islam was particularly well suited to mobilize, discipline, and motivate soldiers. Moreover, the accommodation of Islam in the units seemed important given Nazi Germany’s claim of friendship with the Muslim world.




Religion and Recruitment

From the outset, Islam played a central role in the recruitment of Muslim volunteers. German authorities employed religious figures, ranging from members of the ‘ulama in the East and the Balkans to Berlin’s Islamic dignitaries and leaders who had come to Berlin, to call upon Muslim prisoners of war and civilians to join the ranks of the German army. A number of religious figures willingly utilized their networks to aid the German recruitment efforts and translated German enlistment appeals into sacred language to lend the process religious and moral legitimacy.

An early example of the employment of the local ‘ulama in German recruitment efforts was the formation of militias by Manstein’s 11th Army in the Crimea. On 3 January 1942, a meeting of the Muslim committee in Simferopol marked the beginning of the recruitment of Crimean Tatars.6 Among the German attendees were officers of Einsatzgruppe D, including Ohlendorf, who represented the German command. The event had a strong religious character. It included elements of religious performance and gave the local imam a prominent role. After presenting a general outline of the battle against Bolshevism, a prominent mullah from Simferopol addressed his fellow Tatars, explaining that their religion and faith commanded them to take part in this holy battle alongside the Germans and that the annihilation of Soviet rule would return to them their freedom of religion. The chairman of the committee added: “It is an honor for us to have the opportunity to fight under the Führer Adolf Hitler, the greatest man of the German people.” Satisfied, Ohlendorf thanked the Tatars and assured them that he had spoken to his men, who recognized the necessity of the common struggle against the godless. Under the eyes of Ohlendorf and his entourage, the Muslims then marked the beginning of their fight with a prayer. All of the assembled Tatars rose solemnly to repeat the words of their mullah, praying for “the achievement of a speedy victory and of the common aim, as well as for the long life of the Führer, Adolf Hitler.”7 After two more prayers, one for the German people and the German army and another for the German soldiers who had died in battle, the meeting ended. A week later, the Simferopol committee extended its aims, adding: “The Crimean committee sees it as its holy obligation to participate jointly with the German army in the liberation of the Muslims of the Soviet Union.”8

Similar ceremonies were repeated in other Muslim areas where the Wehrmacht and the SS were recruiting. The most extensive use of the ‘ulama was made in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In fact, the SS endorsed local religious bodies to enlist Muslim volunteers. The official recruitment pamphlet for Handžar called Muslims to enlist at their local confessional centers, effectively sidelining the Ustaša authorities.9 Across the region, religious leaders and imams became enthusiastic recruiters.10 One of the most important figures who took on the role was Muhamed Pandža.11 He was described by a field imam of Handžar, Hasan Bajraktarević, as the “true initiator, greatest propagandist, recruiter, and fighter for the foundation and replenishment of this division.”12 According to the imam, it was Pandža who had convinced the “Muslim clerical leadership” to support the deployment of Himmler’s division. They then launched the “strongest propaganda” and provided imams for the recruitment. In the end, the success in enlistment was to a significant extent due to these religious institutions and, above all, to Pandža himself. “Everybody knew,” Bajraktarević explained, that what Pandža recommended must be “genuinely Islamic and patriotic.” In some towns, before recruits were allowed to enter the division’s enlisting office they were required first to see Pandža, who prepared them mentally for their mission.13 Unsurprisingly, Berger, never tired of stressing the importance of Islam, was a strong advocate of the involvement of Islamic dignitaries in the recruitment process. “Recruitment of the volunteers is entirely in the hands of the Moslem priests, who are far closer to realities than the Christian ones,” he explained to Kersten.14 Berger, in fact, was eager to put recruitment completely in the hands of the imams.15 Later, Sauberzweig also employed the military imams of his division for recruitment activities. In November 1943, for instance, he sent Bajraktarević and two other imams of Handžar to Bosnia and Herzegovina to recruit volunteers.16 “From the first day onward,” the imams reported on the mobilization effort, they had been in “constant contact” with the local “Muslim clerical leadership.”17 An SS report summarized that the “Islamic clergy” had contributed “considerably” to the formation of the division.18 The SS command in the Balkans tried to support its recruiters with religiously charged recruitment posters that depicted the green banner of the Prophet.19

In the East, Jakub Szynkiewicz, the newly installed mufti of the Ostland, became involved in the recruitment of Muslim prisoners and swore in new volunteers through a religious ceremony.20 Speaking to new recruits in the Baltics in early 1944, he underlined the slogan “that the Muslims, for political and religious reasons, can never ally with Bolshevism, which is the ideology of godlessness.”

Also, Islamic collaborators who worked in the German capital were regularly flown in to aid the mobilization of Muslims in the field. In early 1942 the High Command of the Wehrmacht commissioned Alimjan Idris to oversee the enlistment and swearing in of several thousand Muslim prisoners of war in a camp in the General Government.21 Given his work with Germany’s Muslim prisoners of war during the First World War, he must have seemed particularly well suited to the task. At once, Idris went to the camp, where he distributed not only cigarettes but also Islamic literature and pamphlets. His visit caused some concern among the military command and the East Ministry.22 In accordance with his orders, Idris had spoken to Muslim recruits about religious and political issues in his position as an Islamic religious dignitary. Without the endorsement of Berlin, however, he had allegedly praised the policy of Turkey, which, he had asserted, had shown considerable interest in the situation of Muslim prisoners of war in Germany. Idris was swiftly recalled to Berlin.

In the Balkans, Himmler and Berger employed the mufti of Jerusalem to promote enrollment in the Handžar division. In fact, the aim of the mufti’s tour in spring 1943 was not only to win back the trust of the Muslim civil population but also to promote the new division and to give a religious character to SS recruitment in the Balkans. Al-Husayni’s efforts to promote military recruitment during his tour seemed successful. By the time he left the Balkans, thousands of Muslims had enlisted, much to the delight of SS officials. Nevertheless, Berger’s plans to send the mufti also on a tour in the Eastern Front, to “activate,” as he put it, the Muslims there, never materialized.23 In fact, al-Husayni played almost no role in SS recruitment efforts in the East. He was used here, it seems only once, on 14 December 1943, when the SS sent Mayer-Mader to him with a delegation of Muslim recruits from the Eastern Muslim SS Corps. The mufti boasted that the soldiers had assured him that they would “fight shoulder to shoulder with their German comrades for the common cause until final victory” after he had told them about “the good treatment of the Muslims” in the Bosnian SS units and “the sympathy of the German leadership toward the Muslims, the freedom of their countries and their understanding of the Islamic cause.”24 Emil Hermann reported the meeting as a great success: “Only after the remarks of his Eminence did the Turkmenian officers realize the importance of the activation of the whole of Islam.”25 Berger reported to Himmler that the Turkmenian officers had reacted with enthusiasm to the call for the “fight of Islam against the enemy powers.”26

As in the Balkans, the SS was eager to employ pan-Islamic arguments when launching its Muslim recruitment campaign in the East. A mobilization pamphlet, calling on all “Muslims” to sign up with the newly created Eastern Muslim SS Division, left no doubt that Germany and the entire Muslim world were fighting on the same side.27 The “common enemies,” the SS proclaimed, had a strong interest in “killing as many Muslims as possible” in the war in order to be able to rule, rob, and exploit “Muslim countries” even more freely, reminding readers that the majority of the world’s Islamic population, “two hundred and thirty-two million Muslims,” had to suffer “under English, American, French, and Russian foreign rule.” Only if Germany were victorious would Muslims have an opportunity to gain their independence: “If Germany is defeated, the last hope for you Muslims ever to become free also fades.”

The employment of religious dignitaries and propaganda gave Islamic legitimacy to the recruitment campaign. Still, whether the fight for Islam and religious freedom was decisive in persuading the majority of Muslims to enter the ranks of the German army remains debatable. To be sure, some recruits were driven by religious hatred and ideological fervor and receptive to the slogans of the Islamic authorities employed by Berlin. Overall, however, Muslims often had rather profane motives for enlisting. Red Army soldiers who were recruited in prisoner of war camps primarily had material interests. Pay and army rations were obviously preferable to suffering from hunger, cold, and disease in the camps. Many simply hoped that a German uniform would help them to survive the war. In late 1942 the propaganda section of the Wehrmacht distributed questionnaires among some of the volunteers, asking them about their incentives for enlisting. Among the most common answers were the desire to escape the miserable conditions of the prisoner of war camps. Anti-Bolshevism and opposition to the Soviet state also played an important role.28 A year later, Ralph von Heygendorff explained to the German personnel of his Eastern Legions that, although idealist motives played a “not inconsiderable” role, the “majority of soldiers interned in prisoner of war camps have without a doubt material motives for joining the German troops.”29 In areas where the Wehrmacht and the SS recruited from among the Muslim civilian population—in the Crimea and the Balkans—volunteers hoped to use German arms to protect their families. Historians have emphasized the “central role” that the newly introduced religious rights in the Crimea played in motivating these Muslims to enter the German ranks.30 Yet, many recruits in the Crimea also saw military service as an opportunity to defend themselves against bandits and partisans and to improve the situation of their families. In the Balkans, likewise, Muslim volunteers often simply hoped to defend their villages against Četnik, partisan, and Ustaša forces. When early German mobilization efforts did not lead to the expected rise in recruitment numbers, the SS began enlisting Muslims in some areas by force. In Travnik, central Bosnia, for instance, the roundup and conscription of Muslim recruits for Handžar took place during prayer, when recruiters entered a mosque and forcibly hauled away those men who seemed fit for military service.31 The following morning, a number of these “recruits” fled into the forests.





Religious Ritual and Military Discipline

All Muslim soldiers enlisted in the German army enjoyed special religious rights. This policy, to some extent, had a precedent in the concessions granted to Muslim prisoners of war who had fought in the French Army.32 In 1942 the Wehrmacht was the first to give concrete orders to this effect concerning Muslim recruits. The general directives for the Eastern Legions of 24 April 1942 had already instructed German officers to attach special importance to the “mental and confessional care of the legionnaires.”33 Two months later, German personnel working with Muslims in the Turkic battalions were instructed to “meet the religious needs” of the legionnaires.34 “Experience has demonstrated that in the interest of discipline, religious care can, especially among the Mohammedans, raise general morale,” the soldiers were told. A bit later, the operational headquarters under Niedermayer (162nd Turk Division) circulated regulations for religious practices in the Muslim field battalions.35 It introduced an organizational basis for the religious life, including daily prayers, religious holidays, burial rites, dietary requirements, the employment of field imams, and the introduction of a religious-military hierarchy. In an order, Niedermayer explained that respect for religion formed the basis of the education and training of the soldiers.36 The second operational headquarters, under Ralph von Heygendorff, issued similar decrees. When most of the battalions were fighting in the field, in the summer of 1943 Heygendorff reminded the German personnel to “respect” the “religious customs” of the “pious Mohammedans.”37 At the same time, he instructed his German officers to stress toleration of religion in their units: “It has to be emphasized that we grant complete religious freedom, whereas Bolshevism has suppressed the church.”38 In autumn 1944 the German personnel of the legions, which were now fighting in the defense of the Reich, were told that the “morale” of the Muslim soldiers would be strengthened if what was perceived as “holy” by the volunteers was respected.39 “Members of the volunteer formation of the Mohammedan faith are trained by the best academic experts of Islam according to the rules of their belief, in order to comply with the units’ wish for religious care by mullahs,” the instruction sheet explained. It added that Germany itself had some “Mohammedan mosques” and that it was “the first European country to have printed the Qur’an in the original Arabic text and also in other versions and to have provided it to the volunteers.” Eventually, Niedermayer even distributed 600 copies of Rodenwaldt’s booklet Der Islam to train his German officers.40 When the Waffen-SS began to create its first Muslim units in the Balkans in early 1943, it adopted the same strategy. In his mobilization order for Handžar, Himmler had already instructed that the Bosniaks should be granted “the old rights, which they had in the Austrian army,” namely, the “free practice of religion, wearing of the fez.”41 Later, the Muslims of the Eastern SS Corps were to enjoy the same kind of religious concessions as the Muslims of Handžar.42 The SS, too, made efforts to teach the German officers in Muslim units about Islam. Even a short German field manual was planned.43 The SS Head Office had first considered distributing Rodenwaldt’s Der Islam but soon abandoned the plan as it seemed too detailed for their purpose. In the end, a shorter brochure was produced, though never distributed because some SS officers objected to its focus on the Arab world.

Both the Wehrmacht and the SS guaranteed that their Muslim soldiers could follow daily religious rituals as well as observe the celebrations of the religious calendar. In August 1942 Niedermayer issued instructions exempting Muslims from military service during times of daily prayer.44 On Fridays, their military service ended at four o’clock in the afternoon. Heygendorff’s operational headquarters advised its German personnel to be respectful “when a Muslim, according to his traditions, performs his prayer in public,” “not to watch him curiously during this, what was for him, a holy act,” and to “avoid any disruption.”45 “In no case” were German soldiers permitted “to take photos of him during prayer!” Religious feasts and major Islamic holidays were also respected. After the war, Heygendorff boasted that he “mounted grand spectacles for the major celebrations such as ‘Ramadan,’ the ‘Birthday of Mohammed,’ etc.”46 The observation of the holy calendar gave Nazi authorities an ideal opportunity to utilize religious performances to convey political messages, celebrate a German-Islamic alliance, and promote themselves as patrons of Islam. As early as 1942, Niedermayer had allowed his Muslim legionnaires to go off duty from the afternoon of 9 October to noon on 10 October in order to celebrate the end of Ramadan.47 German propaganda papers for the legions draw a vivid picture of religious celebrations in Muslim Wehrmacht units. In 1943, for instance, they reported on the Ramadan Bairam in a military recreation camp of the legions, attended by Gerhard von Mende and Heinz Unglaube of the East Ministry.48 Another paper reported on simultaneous celebrations in a Caucasian unit in the Reich: “Here in Germany, the North Caucasians have the opportunity to organize their celebrations. In Soviet Russia this was never possible. This reveals, once again, how strong the friendship of Germany is.”49 Similarly, the report on the Ramadan celebration in a unit of the Azerbaijani Legion stressed that “the German authorities had done everything” in order to celebrate the feast “with dignity,” again reminding Muslims that “there was no possibility of celebrating churchly feasts in the Soviet Union.”50 In autumn 1944, when the war had already reached the Reich, German propaganda for the legions spread reports of Ramadan celebrations in the units now employed in Germany.51 In late 1944, the Germans organized splendid Qurban Bairam celebrations for soldiers of the Idel-Ural Legion in Dresden, Dargibell, and Breslau (Wrocław).52 At the same time, the Azerbaijanis celebrated the Qurban Bairam in the Bohemian spa town of Carlsbad and in Berlin.53

The SS made even more extensive use of the daily religious practices and celebrations of the Islamic calendar. Every unit of Handžar held daily prayers, led by military imams. On Fridays, the SS granted the soldiers of the division a break from 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. for lunch, ablutions, and the Friday prayer, the jumu‘a.54 The jumu‘a included the salat, the congregational prayer, and the khutba, the sermon that preceded the prayer and included comments on current affairs. Traditionally, the khutba had a distinct political function in Muslim societies and could now be exploited by the German authorities.55 The act of the jumu‘a itself was moreover to strengthen a sense of community as well as to enhance order and discipline in the units. “The dźuma [sic] is to be performed in a firm and ordered fashion,” the SS instructed. Indeed, a series of propaganda photographs of the ritual show a field on the drill grounds of Neuhammer with Muslims arrayed in orderly lines, kneeling in prayer, facing Mecca, and their imam (Figures 7.1 and 7.2). Similar pictures were taken during the Ramadan Bairam celebration in Neuhammer in autumn 1943.56 The German command eagerly exploited this occasion. Politicizing the sacred, Sauberzweig gave a speech to the soldiers, in which he linked reflections on the religious event with a call to arms: “So today’s Bairam feast shall be for us an occasion for reflection, a celebration of faith and confidence, a source of delight and strength, an exhortation for unity and, at the same time, a rallying call for battle,” he proclaimed.57 “We want to become the best soldiers of our Führer!” Afterward, the imam of the division also addressed the troops. “The speeches of the division commander as well as of the division imam surely made a deep impression on the soldiers of the division,” Zvonimir Bernwald, a German interpreter who served in Handžar, later wrote in his memoirs.58 Indeed, the Germans were confident that the religious celebrations were crucial in boosting morale. In spring 1944 Sauberzweig ordered the organization of a “dignified celebration” of the Mawlid, with extra rations and prayers in all of the units of Handžar that were not directly involved in combat.59 A few weeks later, directives formally regulated major religious holidays, most importantly the Mawlid, the month of Ramadan, Ramadan Bairam, and Qurban Bairam.60 These instructions even provided a detailed calendar of Islamic holidays for 1944. During the month of Ramadan (20 August to 18 September 1944), soldiers were allowed to fast and to attend the special prayers, the tarawih. During the celebrations of Mawlid, Ramadan Bairam, and Qurban Bairam, the soldiers were, if the military situation allowed, exempt from duty. The feast marking the end of Ramadan (18 to 20 September 1944) began with a “great service at sunrise” on the first day; the second and third days were free of military service in the afternoons. During Qurban Bairam, the highest Islamic holiday (26 to 29 November 1944), soldiers were exempt from duty for the full four days. On these occasions, the imams were ordered to give political and religiously charged lectures, motivating the soldiers to fight. For Ramadan Bairam the imam was to speak on the meaning of the celebration and about “soldiery duties,” while during Qurban Bairam a lecture was to be given on the meaning of the celebration, with reference to the life of soldiers and soldierly duties.61 Finally, also in the Eastern formations, the SS tried to introduce religious holidays, although, due to the war situation, these were less regulated than in the Balkans. In the autumn of 1944, for instance, the entire 1st Eastern Muslim SS Regiment was, with Berger’s permission, pulled out of the front lines to celebrate the end of Ramadan.62
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7.1  Prayer of Muslim recruits of the SS Handžar Division, Neuhammer training ground (Silesia), 1943 (BAK, Image 146-1977-136-03A, Mielke).
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7.2  Prayer of Muslim recruits of the SS Handžar Division, Neuhammer training ground (Silesia), 1943 (BAK, Image 146-1977-137-20, Falkowski).


German authorities also took Islamic dietary requirements into account. In his 1942 regulations, Niedermayer guaranteed that the Wehrmacht would respect his Muslim soldiers’ Islamic dietary customs, particularly the prohibition of pork.63 Similar orders were given out for the Arab Wehrmacht soldiers.64 The SS made even greater efforts to satisfy Muslim dietary requirements. Himmler became personally involved in the issue. In July 1943 he ordered Berger to find out “what Islam dictates to its soldiers with regard to provisions,” adding that he was willing to guarantee the observance of religious requirements.65 A few days later, Berger informed Himmler that soldiers had to abstain from pork and alcohol.66 The Reichsführer reacted promptly, ordering: “All Muslim members of the Waffen-SS and police are granted, according to their religious rules, the steadfast special right never to receive for provision pork or sausage that contains pork or drink alcohol. A comparable alternative must be guaranteed in every case.”67 The SS even established a Muslim cooking course near Graz in southern Austria.68 The concession was intended to strengthen the Muslims’ morale, but it was also propagandistically relevant, Himmler emphasized. Despite all of its efforts, the SS remained concerned about anti-German propaganda in the Balkans, which spread rumors that the Muslims of Handžar were forced to eat pork.69 An internal SS report described these stories as “particularly ridiculous” but, at the same time, “exceptionally effective.” “Such rumors should not be underestimated; one has therefore to confront them.”70

German concerns about Islamic dietary regulations were not always shared by the Muslim recruits themselves. Most Muslims from the Eastern territories, for example, would consume alcohol, as is reflected throughout the archival documents. Muslims from the Balkans, on the other hand, often had stricter views. “They were more afraid of an empty tin can that had contained pork than of a hand grenade,” a German soldier wrote about the Muslims of Skanderbeg after the war.71 In any case, from the German perspective, it seemed most efficient to make wide-ranging provisions for food and drink.

Eventually Berlin even lifted the ban on ritual slaughter, a practice that had been prohibited (with the exception of emergency slaughter) for anti-Semitic reasons by the Law for the Protection of Animals (Reichstierschutzgesetz) of 21 April 1933.72 During the Battle of France in 1940, German propaganda had still used horrific photographs that defamed slaughtering Muslim prisoners of war as bloodthirsty and savage.73 In 1943 Heygendorff advised the German staff of the Eastern Legions to tolerate ritual slaughtering.74 “The Mohammedans,” he explained, “have their own customs in the slaughter of cattle, which appear crude and repulsive to us.” Nevertheless, the German officers were instructed “to avoid a hasty, inequitable, and harsh judgment.” Finally, on 6 February 1944, the High Command of the Wehrmacht formally ordered the General of the Volunteer Units, Köstring, to fully suspend the Law for the Protection of Animals in the case of all Muslim soldiers in the German army:


The religious care of the Mohammedans within the Wehrmacht is an important component of the anti-Bolshevist antipropaganda [sic]. The Mohammedan celebrations require the ritual slaughtering of sacrificial animals. It is important not to affront the Mohammedan units by the application of a law that was passed at a time when the deployment of Mohammedan units in the German Wehrmacht could not have been anticipated. Accordingly, Mohammedan units employed in the German Wehrmacht are to be allowed to slaughter animals according to their customs and conventions.75

Before issuing this order, the Wehrmacht had sought Himmler’s endorsement. An official of Himmler’s staff had responded: “It has so far been considered self-evident that one does not interfere in the religious customs and conventions of these Mohammedan SS units and that therefore ritual slaughtering was also readily allowed by implication.”76 Even in this highly ideological matter, the SS demonstrated pragmatism. In practice, it fully tolerated ritual slaughter—though not without causing some confusion among its lower echelons. In January 1944, for instance, the office of Wilhelm Koppe, Himmler’s infamous Higher SS and Police Leader East, in Cracow, inquired at the SS Head Office about granting Muslim soldiers the right to ritual slaughter. The SS officer in Cracow acknowledged that the Muslims were granted “every religious freedom” and that ritual slaughter “constitutes a holy practice for the Mohammedans.”77 On the other hand, however, he expressed concern as “ritual slaughter, according to the National Socialist view, is not defensible.”78 Replying immediately, the SS Head Office gave unambiguous instructions: “For tactical, political, and military reasons there are no objections to ritual slaughter in the Turkic units, all the more so as there is no intention to turn the Mohammedans into National Socialists.”79 For the soldiers of Handžar, the SS eventually also endorsed the slaughter according to Islamic ritual.80

Finally, on 28 June 1944, the High Command of the Wehrmacht gave a further order to also grant Muslim prisoners of war the right to practice ritual slaughter.81 Again, the step was explained with reference to total military mobilization. “In the case of this exceptional permission, it must be noted that here too the religious care of Mohammedans has to be regarded as part of anti-Bolshevist propaganda, which, by emphasizing respect for the Mohammedan religion, is to contribute to the sustenance and enhancement of the motivation of the Mohammedans to engage in Germany’s struggle,” an internal report clarified.82 In the final months of the war, these new policies even reached provincial Germany. In July 1944, members of a Muslim labor unit employed in the Upper Swabian village of Laupheim applied to the district farmers’ council (Kreisbauernschaft) for a license for ritual slaughtering.83 The council refused, whereupon a member of the Muslim unit turned to the head of the district authority (Landrat) and alluded to the Wehrmacht’s June order. The district authority contacted the interior minister of Württemberg, who was equally perplexed. Eventually, the Reich Interior Ministry in Berlin ordered that “war-imprisoned Mohammedans are allowed to slaughter animals according to their ritual method.”84

As with diet, the Germans also took into account Islamic conventions for clothing (at least, as they imagined them)—uniforms and emblems. When the Wehrmacht introduced special emblems for the Eastern Legions, the insignia of several Muslim units reflected religious iconography. This was most apparent in the arm patch of the Turkestani Legion, which featured the phrase “Allah is with us” (Biz Alla Bilen), along with the depiction of a mosque.85 The mosque represented the great Mosque Shah-i Zinda of Samarkand. The medieval building on the Uzbek plateau was considered to be one of the holiest sites for Muslims in Central Asia.86 As elsewhere, the SS adopted and extended the policy of the Wehrmacht. Handžar’s insignia and flag, for instance, were emblazoned with the traditional Islamic scimitar, the handžar, which Bosnians associated with the era of Ottoman and Austrian rule and also gave the division its name.87 The saber was set above the swastika, combining Nazi and Islamic iconography, visually symbolizing their alliance. Later, the Handžar insignia was also sewn onto the collars of the uniforms of the Eastern Turkic SS Corps.88 Flags and emblems of various units were colored, either fully or in part, green. This, a German commander solemnly proclaimed when introducing the green flag of the Wehrmacht’s Azerbaijani Legion, was “the color of the Muslims, the color of Mohammed.”89 Green, “the color of Islam,” as an internal SS memo clarified, became the defining characteristic of the Eastern Muslim SS Corps, reflected on its armbands as well as its flag, which also depicted stripes, a crescent, a star, and a swastika.90

In the Balkans the SS went even further, designing Islamic headgear for its Muslim recruits. The fez became a distinguishing feature of Handžar’s soldiers, a gray one for the field uniform and a red one for full dress.91 The fez, which allowed the forehead to touch the ground during prayers, had become a distinctive material symbol of Islam in the late nineteenth century.92 Over the course of the nineteenth century it had spread across the Muslim world, and by the end of the century, even Indian Muslims had begun to wear the fez as a symbol of a pan-Islamic solidarity with the Ottoman caliphate. In the religiously heterogeneous societies of the Balkans, the hat became a clear marker of confessional boundaries. Again, Himmler put himself personally in charge, and became involved in every detail of the Muslim division’s dress code. After inspecting the preliminary designs, he requested changes, complaining that the form and color of the fezzes too closely resembled those of the Moroccans.93 Himmler ordered them to be “redyed and cut a bit shorter” since, he maintained, “these outward semblances are tremendously important for the stabilization of the division.” Himmler not only expressed interest in the details of Islamic dress culture but also connected cultural symbols directly with military morale and discipline. The fezzes were adorned with the Nazi eagle and the SS skull and bones insignia, again depicting the alliance between the Third Reich and Islam.

The Germans also made efforts from the outset to accommodate Islamic funerary practices and rites within the army’s military organizational framework. In his general instructions of summer 1942 Niedermayer regulated the way in which dead Muslim soldiers in the Turkic units were to be buried: face and feet were to be wrapped with white cloth and the coffins covered with a white sheet (and later with the flag of their legion) by the leading field imam.94 Soon, Heygendorff’s headquarters of the Eastern Legions gave similar instructions.95 Graves were to be oriented toward Mecca. Even the grave plates and headstones were adjusted to reflect Islamic iconography. The Muslim gravestones were made in the form of a plate instead of a cross and engraved with Islamic symbols, usually crescent and star. Burial ceremonies for those who died fighting for Hitler’s New Order were led by military imams, according to Islamic ritual. The Wehrmacht command had, as shown, first dealt with the issue of Islamic burial when engaging with Muslim prisoners of war from the French army and indeed soon gave out similar orders for the burial of Soviet prisoners of war.96 The SS followed suit in its own units. In Handžar, the imams had complete authority over funeraries (Figure 7.3).97 Fallen Muslims were covered with linen (and if linen was not available, with paper) before being buried in a coffin. In a combination of military and religious ritual, they were entombed with military honors (so long as they had not committed suicide or been executed) and according to Islamic ritual by the imam. If no imam was present to conduct the ceremony, the prayer had to be spoken by an imam at some point in the future. In practice, the majority of dead Muslim soldiers in the Balkans were buried in existing military cemeteries and usually in the presence of an imam. In the Balkans, the SS commissioned local Muslim artisans to produce Islamic gravestones.98
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7.3  Muslim recruits of the SS Handžar Division attend an Islamic burial, 1944 (Ullstein).





Military Imams

The most important aspect of Berlin’s efforts to strengthen the Islamic faith in its Muslim units was the employment of field imams. The official function of these “mullahs,” as the Germans usually called them, was to provide spiritual succor and to lead the prayers. In practice, military imams were also intended to maintain control, discipline, and order within the units, to bestow religious legitimacy on the war, and to motivate Muslim soldiers to fight.

In the Wehrmacht’s legions, the position of military imam was first introduced in the summer of 1942. The command of the operational headquarters of the 162nd Turk Division soon decided to set up a full religious-clerical hierarchy corresponding to the ranks of the military units: a “division mullah” (Divisionsmulla), who was installed at the headquarters; “legion mullahs” (Legionsmulla), who oversaw religious practices in the four Muslim legions; and “battalion mullahs” (Battalionsmulla, also called Regimentsmulla), who were employed in the individual battalions.99 The division mullah and religious advisor to the central command of the 162nd division was Chief Mullah (Obermulla) Jumabaev. For the Azerbaijani Legion, Imam Pashaev was appointed legion mullah, while Mullah Inoyatev held the same position in the Turkestani Legion. The legion mullahs were authorized to appoint dozens of individual battalion mullahs for the units. Both the legion mullah and the division mullah held the military rank of company commander (Kompanieführer). The various battalion mullahs were appointed as platoon leaders (Zugführer). Division and battalion mullahs were to wear turbans, displaying their religious authority.

The establishment of a formalized religious hierarchy implied a level of religious institutionalization largely unknown in the Muslim world (even among twentieth-century Shi‘ites). In fact, the Wehrmacht introduced into Islam a clerical system that had more in common with Christian ecclesiastical structures than Islamic modes of religious organization. In the new system, German (or, more generally, European) military rules, hierarchies, and structures fused with Islamic religious structures to create a hybrid, militarily organized religion. The religious hierarchy directly corresponded to the levels of military organization. The different clerical ranks were related to their deployment in divisions, legions, and battalions. Equally, the military ranks bestowed upon the mullahs were chosen according to the size of the unit in which they served. The combination of religious position and military rank provided them with a mixture of religious and military authority.

In May 1943 the SS adopted a similar policy in the Balkans, introducing various positions for imams in Handžar.100 The plan of the SS to give its imams armbands with the crescent and star to distinguish them from the troops and to bolster their authority was rejected by the Foreign Office because both symbols constituted the national emblem of Turkey.101 Like the Wehrmacht, the SS founded a sophisticated bureaucratic system of imams and regulated their responsibilities, military status, and duties in detail. The system became more complex once the division was employed in the field in March 1944.102 Sauberzweig issued a “Service Instruction for Imams” (Dienstanweisung für Imame), which replaced an earlier one from spring 1943, telling imams in detail how to organize themselves within the units and how to execute their duties, primarily the “spiritual care” and “ideological education” of soldiers.103 Moreover, Sauberzweig gave out an order that regulated the status of the imams in relation to soldiers and German officers.104 In the individual units (regiments or battalions), the imams were granted the status of officers of the commanding staff. Leading imams also carried a pistol and, in combat, a machine pistol.105 All of the imams were subordinated to the so-called division imam, who was based at the division headquarters and worked directly with Sauberzweig. The post was first held by SS-Sturmbannführer Abdullah Muhasilović, who had served in the Yugoslav army and was the most experienced imam among Handžar’s recruits.106 His deputy was Imam Husein Džozo, a respected religious leader who had studied at al-Azhar in the 1930s and now assumed the rank of an SS-Hauptsturmführer.107 Toward the end of the war Muhasilović was replaced by the young SS-Obersturmführer (then SS-Hauptsturmführer) Halim Malkoč, who had also served in the Yugoslav army and had been the battalion imam of Handžar’s SS Mountain Pioneer Battalion 13 (SS-Gebirgs-Pionier-Bataillons 13).108 When recruiting the first military imams for Handžar, the mufti of Jerusalem recalled in his memoirs, the SS again sought help from the religious institutions in Bosnia and Herzegovina and from Muhamed Pandža, who was put in charge of the selection of young imams, mostly graduates of the prestigious Gazi Husrev Beg Madrasa in Sarajevo and of al-Azhar.109

Later the SS also established a system of field imams in its Eastern Muslim units.110 Chief imam of the 1st Eastern Muslim SS Regiment was a certain Imam Kamalov.111 In August 1944 negotiations were held about the post of a “chief imam” of the entire Eastern Turkic SS Corps, in which both al-Husayni and Harun al-Rashid became involved. In the end, three candidates were put on the short list.112 The first was Alimjan Idris, even though he was already occupied at the Foreign Office and the Ministry of Propaganda, organizing German propaganda for the Muslim world. The second candidate was a Crimean Tatar who had fled to Romania—his name is unknown today. Moreover, there was Mullah Abdulgani Osman, a Muslim who had for some time been in charge of Tatar prisoners of war by order of the East Ministry and had also written on religious matters for the propaganda paper of the Wehrmacht’s Volga Tatar Legion.113 Like Idris, with whom he had a problematic personal relationship, he had been in Germany since the First World War. Although al-Rashid had preferred Abdulgani Osman, apparently the Crimean Tatar was first asked to take the job.114 Eventually the Usbek Nurredin Namangani became “chief imam” of the corps, holding the officer rank of SS-Untersturmführer.115 Freed by German troops from an NKWD prison in Minsk in 1941, Namangani had first served as imam in Mayer-Mader’s Wehrmacht unit before it was transferred to the SS. Abdulgani Osman continued recruiting prisoners of war, though now for the SS. In November, Olzscha issued an authorization that gave Osman access to all of the companies and factories in the Reich and the occupied territories that employed workers from the East to ensure that the Muslims among them also enjoyed spiritual care and, more importantly, could be recruited to fight within the ranks of the SS.116 In the last months of the war it was becoming equally difficult to find qualified Muslims to fill imam posts in the units of the Eastern Turkic SS. Al-Rashid made some attempts to enlist imams from the Wehrmacht.117 In the end, though, he recruited them primarily from among his own soldiers and had them trained in the field by his chief imam.118

The major task of imams in the Wehrmacht and the SS was to maintain discipline and fighting morale. They were responsible not only for the spiritual care of soldiers but also for the support of German military justice in the units and the troops’ ideological indoctrination.

Both the Wehrmacht and SS made frequent use of the religious authority of their field imams when settling legal disputes or imposing disciplinary punishments. They were to give legal sentences religious authenticity and legitimacy. In his general instructions for military justice of 15 May 1943, Heygendorff recommended that “for all difficult penal law cases” in “Mohammedan units” there should be consultation with the “mullah” before any judgment was made.119 After the war, he recalled that the punishment suggested by the imams was usually more severe than that which the German officer intended to impose.120 In practice, field imams also acted as prosecutors and intermediaries, actively approaching the German command to ask for punishment of Muslim delinquents in their units. Well aware of their new religious rights, Muslim soldiers sometimes tried to use religious arguments to escape punishment. In May 1943, for instance, a Muslim legionnaire who had manipulated his paybook swore on the Qur’an and his flag that he was innocent.121 When his guilt was later proven, Heygendorff noted furiously that the “legionnaire did not balk at abusing what are, for a Mohammedan, the holiest symbols just to substantiate his mendacious statements.” In another case, a murderer legitimized his deed with reference to the traditions of vendetta. When the imam of his unit was consulted, the cleric dismissed the claim as a crude excuse. These cases were made public among the German staff of the Eastern Troops to urge them to consult an imam in every eventuality. Control of military justice, however, remained in the hands of the Germans, who were often reluctant to accept justice on Islamic grounds. In one case, a Muslim officer who had executed a Turkic recruit when he caught him violating statute “§175 St.G.B.,” which prohibited homosexuality and bestiality (it is likely the latter was the case as only one man was shot, according to the report), claimed “that the Mohammedan faith and the traditional law” made this punishment necessary.122 The Germans consulted the imam of the battalion, who confirmed the death penalty. Yet, the Wehrmacht’s military justice administration (Heeresfeldjustizabteilung) did not accept this judgment since the officer had, in their eyes, acted as a vigilante. Like the Wehrmacht, the SS also made some attempts to combine Islamic and German military justice. In May 1944 Fürst ordered that Muslim soldiers of the Eastern Turkic SS Corps be judged “at least formally” by their own judges—“jurisdiction in accordance with Islam.”123 In Handžar, Sauberzweig did not go this far. He only ordered that the imams were to talk to Muslim delinquents and to “influence” them “morally and ethically.”124

Over the months, the imams became pillars of control in the units. Imam Malkoč played a central role in the suppression of the revolt of Villefranche in autumn 1943 by convincing the Muslim recruits to turn against the rebel leaders.125 Similarly, it was the chief imam of the Eastern Turkic SS Corps, Nurredin Namangani, who questioned the Alimov rebels for the Germans after their revolt in December 1944.126 After the revolt, al-Rashid reported that the unit, “substantially influenced by the mullahs and especially by the chief mullah,” was stabilized again.127 The SS also attempted to use the imams for control and surveillance in the units. In Handžar, the division imam had to send frequent reports to Sauberzweig, informing him about the morale in the units, among the imams, and among the civil population.128 In the summer of 1944, for instance, Handžar’s division imam forwarded two letters that he had received from a unit imam to show the attitude of Muslim SS soldiers fighting in the Mostar region.129 Likewise, every unit imam of Handžar, at least from spring 1944 on, was required to submit monthly reports to the German command.130

Arguably the most important duty of the military imams was the spread of propaganda. The “mullahs” were expected to spearhead the promotion of a German-Muslim alliance in the ranks. Heygendorff told his German officers that there was “no doubt” that the mullahs, if treated properly, would be the “best prop in the education of our legionnaires.”131 Rosenberg emphasized that “Muslim clerics” had a role to play as disseminators of anti-Bolshevik propaganda in the units.132 In a programmatic statement by the operational headquarters of the 162nd Infantry Division to all legion and battalion mullahs in May 1943, mullah Jumabaev emphasized: “It is necessary that we accompany our youth into battle, that we cheer their efforts to defeat the enemy, that we are familiar with military training and prove to be courageous in all situations.”133

In its attempts to turn Muslim recruits into political soldiers, the SS in particular made use of the imams as propagandists in the units. On 19 May 1943, Berger issued a general decree on the “Ideological-Spiritual Education of the Muslim SS Division,” which identified Handžar’s field imams as the most important transmitters of political-religious propaganda.134 The decree made clear that the imams were to act as the major propagandists in the units and gave a detailed outline of the intended nature of their propaganda. The propaganda was to emphasize the alleged “common enemies” of Germans and Muslims, identified as “Judaism,” “Anglo-Americanism,” “Communism,” “Freemasonry,” and “Catholicism (Vatican),” together with alleged shared ideals, including militancy, the role of morality, and tradition. In the program, Berger also clarified his ideas about the relationship between Islam and National Socialism from a völkisch perspective: “It is not intended to find a synthesis of Islam and National Socialism or to impose National Socialism on the Muslims.” Rather, Berger instructed that National Socialism was to be seen as the “genuine völkisch German worldview,” while Islam was to be seen as “the genuine völkisch Arabic worldview.” The Muslims of the Balkans would “völkisch-racially” be part of the Germanic world, while remaining ideologically part of the Arab world: “Through the deployment of a Muslim SS division there may hereby, for the first time, be established a connection between Islam and National Socialism, or rather between the Arab and the Germanic world on an open, honest basis, as this division, in terms of blood and race, is influenced by the North; in terms of ideology, in contrast, by the Orient.”135

The propaganda work of the imams of Handžar was organized by a special office for political and ideological education. This office was under the command of the political officer of Handžar, Heinrich Gaese, a former schoolteacher, and later, after the division had returned to the Balkans, of Ekkehard Wangemann, a pastor from Mecklenburg. It was concerned with all political and cultural matters, including Islam.136 A party veteran, Wangemann took his job particularly seriously. On 8 April he summoned all imams and commanders of the division to a school next to the great mosque of Brćko.137 In his speech to them, Wangemann left no doubt about the central role Islam played in the unit’s propaganda.138 “It has become clear that the political interests of National Socialism and those of Islam converge to a large extent, and that, furthermore, the ideological foundations also rest, in certain points, on the same basis.” The division, he made clear, was not just a military unit in the Balkans but had the “higher political purpose of building a bridge from Europe to world Islam” (Weltislam). Every imam had been thoroughly instructed about this higher purpose. It was absolutely necessary, Wangemann emphasized, that the imams be supported by the German officers in their endeavor “to raise the soldiers to become good Muslims.” Similarly, Handžar’s “Service Instruction for Imams” of 1944 taught imams that “National Socialism and Islam are close in their ideological foundations.”139 “They have, moreover, the same enemies. The educational aim is therefore the same for both: the determined and enthusiastic fighter, who is willing to risk his life for a better European order.” The imam’s military value lay in his contribution to the “physical and mental well-being and thereby the military effectiveness and combat strength of the troops.” In short: “The imam is the custodian of Islam in the division. He must evoke and reveal the strengths of religion to support the development of the members of the division to become good SS men and soldiers.” Following the Friday prayer, the imams were to indoctrinate the soldiers politically.140 They also gave weekly political classes, usually held in the early morning, in which they would comment not only on religion but also on the current political and military situation. Moreover, they were to spread their propaganda constantly while interacting with the soldiers in the field, during halts, cantonment, and battle: “The imam therefore also must follow the troops in combat and offer, through devoted commitment of his person, a stirring incentive.”141 The Handžar command tightly controlled the imams’ propaganda activities. While their spiritual work in the units was overseen by the division imam, their propaganda work among the troops was controlled by Sauberzweig and Gaese, and later by Wangemann, who continuously instructed the imams on ideological matters.142 In practice, the imams incessantly used religious occasions to spread political messages. At the Ramadan Bairam celebrations on the training grounds of Neuhammer in 1943, for instance, division imam Muhasilović delivered a speech that firmly interwove politics and religion. “The Muslims of the entire world are engaged in a terrible struggle to the death,” he claimed, putting the mission of the division in the context of a wider, pan-Islamic framework.143 Repeating the usual dichotomy and referring to holy scripture, Muhasilović declared that the entire world was divided into two camps:


One stands under the leadership of the Jews, about whom God says in the Qur’an: They are God’s enemies and yours. And that is the English, Americans, and Bolsheviks, who fight against faith, against God, morality and a just order. On the other side stands National Socialist Germany with its allies, under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, who fights for God, faith, morality and a better and fairer world order, as well as for a fair distribution of all goods that God has created for all people.

The imam then reminded the soldiers of the misery their families were enduring back in the Balkans and called for the liberation of their homeland. “Then we will celebrate our Bairam feast again in peaceful contentment because we follow the way and perform the labor that God has shown us.”144

Well aware that their lack of religious authenticity could become an obstacle if they tried to engage directly in Islamic propaganda, the Germans were eager to use the imams as carriers of their propaganda in the units. Several Wehrmacht instructions explicitly warned Germans not to engage in religious propaganda. “Beware, however, of the mistake,” a leaflet warned German officers in the summer of 1943, “of engaging in religious propaganda,” emphasizing that this was the task of the imams.145 A few months later, another instruction sheet underlined: “No religious propaganda from our side,” again remarking that this was to be left to the “mullahs.”146 German officers were advised to support the imams and to enhance their respect and influence. At the same time, the Wehrmacht command stressed that the “legionnaires have to fully accept them as religious leaders.” Indeed, the Germans were cautious when it came to the imams’ authority. In a North Caucasian battalion, the commander asked to replace his battalion imam, explaining that, “in regard to the prominent role that religious life plays among the Islamic peoples,” he was “unsuitable, as he possessed no authority among the legionnaires.”147 In Handžar, Wangemann even requested the replacement of the division imam, Muhasilović. Although he acknowledged that Muhasilović was a good speaker, he complained that he had “however completely failed as leader of the imams.”148 Nothing happened, and a few months later Muhasilović deserted and had to be replaced by Malkoč.149

Muhasilović was not the only imam who deserted in the final months of the war. A commander from the Eastern Legion, Hans-Günther Seraphim, reported that during the deployment of his unit (part of the 162nd Infantry Division) in Italy toward the end of the war, the only case of desertion was the escape of a mullah.150 The battalion mullah of an infantry regiment fighting in Italy ran off, taking with him all religious charitable donations, and allegedly relocated to San Marino “to open a bar there.” If the story was true and not a sarcastic invention of the Wehrmacht officer who recounted it, this would have been, of course, one of the highest forms of religious sin. In the course of the war, however, there were few critical reports about the military mullahs. Overall, they seemed to meet the demands of the Germans, who appeared persuaded of their usefulness. A few months after the employment of the imams, an army propaganda officer reported that they had proven themselves to be “especially intractable enemies of Bolshevism.”151 A year later, an instruction sheet addressed to Wehrmacht officers of the Eastern Legions emphasized that the mullahs regularly engaged in combat, even though they were not required to do so, and, with “their weapon in their hand,” were a “shining example” to their units.152





Imam Schools

Few of the mullahs in the German units had worked as imams before the war. In particular those from the Soviet Union usually had little theological training, given Moscow’s restrictions on religious life. Most of them were merely respected individuals who were roughly familiar with religious ritual and doctrine. The so-called imam courses and mullah schools were to provide military imams with some kind of religious education.153 More important, however, was the need to ensure the highest level of ideological trustworthiness among them since they were to function as important distributors of ideas and propagandists. In all of the courses, the military imams were trained according to a specific religious interpretation colored by Berlin’s political objectives and, ultimately, according to Nazi ideology. It is remarkable that this Islamic education was organized within a German institutional framework and at times even led by German teachers, endowing non-Muslims with significant authority in matters of religious knowledge, representation, and interpretation.

The idea to establish a school to educate imams—initially with the intention of employing them in prisoner of war camps to win over Muslim Red Army soldiers—had been circulating since autumn 1941.154 In June 1944 the Wehrmacht finally institutionalized this education in the form of mullah courses (Mullahlehrgänge) given in some army barracks in Göttingen. These courses were organized by the young and ambitious Orientalist Bertold Spuler, a party member who had just been appointed professor at the University of Munich and who after the war became one of Germany’s leading experts in Islamic studies.155 Although Spuler had a solid understanding of the history and practice of Islam, a command of the various languages of the participants, and an ability to read the Qur’an in Arabic, the fact that a non-Muslim was acting as a religious authority and teaching Muslims in matters of faith provoked some protest.156 Spuler, however, consulted with the chief imam of the Turkestani Legion, Mullah Inoyatev, who held the position of an official inspector of the courses and was soon supported by the mufti of the Ostland, Jakub Szynkiewicz.157 Szynkiewicz had fled his residence in Vilnius in early July, before it was occupied by Red Army soldiers, and arrived in Göttingen in late August. He was a recognized authority on Islamic theology. His doctoral dissertation on medieval Islamic writing became a classic in the field.158 More importantly, Szynkiewicz had experience in the organization of religious instruction as he had set up courses for the education of imams in interwar Poland.159

By the end of 1944, Spuler had organized six mullah training courses in Göttingen, each of thirty to forty Muslims. The classes often lasted no longer than two weeks.160 Spuler wrote numerous reports about his activities in Göttingen for the command of the Eastern Troops, and these draw a detailed picture of the courses. From the outset, Spuler attended to the religious demands of his students. In a general memorandum, which he sent to the army command before the first course began, he urged respect for the Muslims’ religious practices.161 Religious rituals and holidays had to be included in the course schedules. On Fridays no classes were to take place, and the jumu‘a had to be organized. Rugs were to be provided for the prayer rituals. The German staff was not to watch the prayers, Spuler insisted. “The prayer of a human being is no spectacle!” The food was to be prepared strictly according to Islamic rules and, ideally, by a Muslim cook. Indeed, once the courses started, the Wehrmacht made sure not to deliver pork, and a Turkestani cook prepared the food in accordance with Islamic demands.162 And when the third course conflicted with the month of Ramadan, Spuler took this into account, accepting that the fasting, combined with the summer heat, would have a negative effect on the students’ ability to concentrate.163

The spectrum of students in Göttingen was diverse. In the second course, Spuler was very much impressed by a Muslim who had been trained in a religious madrasa as a boy and had memorized the entire Qur’an.164 Generally, though, the students had little knowledge of theological issues and the history of Islam. The official educational aim of the courses, according to Spuler, was to teach the basic principles of theology and to acquaint future military imams with some of the principal rituals.165 In the first part of the courses, Spuler taught the Qur’an and discussed some of its most important passages. He lectured on the life of the Prophet, general aspects of Islamic history, the history of the Turkic peoples, and, most importantly, the political role of Islam in the war. Daily readings from the Qur’an and recitations were also part of the program. Spuler believed that only a strict interpretation of Islam would be suited to military imams: “It does not require any explanation that the basis has to be the orthodox … conception of Islam (devoid of any modern critique).”166 In the second part of the seminars, practical issues were taught. The students learned how to lead prayers and services, as well as how to conduct funerals and to arrange the feasts of the yearly religious cycle.167 Spuler asked to employ a “reliable Muslim cleric” to direct this part of the course.168 Initially, the chief imam of the Turkestani Legion, Inoyatev, was to assume the job but did not turn up in Göttingen for the first course.169 During the third course, Szynkiewicz finally arrived and took over the practical part. A polyglot and cosmopolitan with a good sense of German interests, he made a “very good impression” on Spuler.170 Inoyatev became involved only once, delivering a guest lecture to the students of the second course on the role of the field imams in the war against Stalin and the extermination of Bolshevism.171 Spuler’s syllabus could hardly hide the fact that one of the central pillars of the courses was the ideological and political training of future imams. They were instructed to conduct theological discussions with individual soldiers, defend the legion against attacks from heretics, and encourage the soldiers to fight alongside the Germans.172 The principal aim of the courses was to motivate the mullahs to emerge as convinced enemies of Bolshevism and to use their religious authority and standing to influence soldiers at the front.

After each course, the students had to take written exams, which were divided into a theological and a practical part. The questions were, from the perspective of a contemporary Islamic scholar, rather simple and give an idea of the low level of religious knowledge among the imams from the East. The theological part of the test included questions about the life of the Prophet, the hijra, Muhammad’s wars and his death, the five pillars of Islam, the main sources of Islamic law, the exegesis of the Qur’an, and the influential medieval Islamic theologian al-Ghazali.173 The second part of the exam included such questions as “What are we to answer the godless?” and about “The (spiritual) weapons of the mullah.”174 Graduating mullahs, Spuler had suggested in his initial memorandum, should be given a specific badge of rank that displayed their religious authority.175 He had proposed an emblem depicting crescent and star in gold or silver. Spuler also hoped to bestow specific decorations that would appeal to the “mentality of the Muslims.”176 Whether these badges and decorations were ever created is unknown.

The languages of instruction were Turkish and other Turkic dialects, most importantly Uzbek.177 Occasionally lessons were also taught in Tajik and Russian. At times Spuler had to improvise. In the fifth course, for instance, lectures were translated from Russian into Avar for two Avar students.178 Spuler also faced some difficulties with the religious literature. The Qur’an was available in Arabic but not in Russian or Turkish, not even in extract form, although Spuler repeatedly asked for translations.179 Attempts by the Wehrmacht to acquire translated copies of the Qur’an from the Islamic Central Institute in Berlin were unsuccessful.180 In the end, Spuler translated parts of the Qur’an from Arabic into Turkish for his students.181 Only very few imams, mostly students from the Caucasus, had some knowledge of Arabic.

A major problem for Spuler’s courses was the participation of both Sunnis and Shi‘ites in the same classes. The first class, which was attended by Sunni Turkestanis and Shi‘a Azerbaijanis, had, according to Spuler, already revealed friction between the two groups.182 He observed “that the confessional division is even stronger than the national one” and that the two Sunni Azerbaijanis mingled mainly with the Sunni Turkestanis rather than with the Shi‘a Azerbaijanis.183 A second attempt to organize a joint class for Sunnis and Shi‘ites during the third training session failed as well.184 Spuler noted that the differences between the groups proved too profound. Dogmatic and religious-historical questions could not be covered without exposing significant differences. Spuler, who was skeptical about mixing the groups from the outset, ultimately advised against teaching Sunnis and Shi‘ites together.185 Alluding to “the depth of the religious sentiment and force of Shi‘a confessional conviction” and the “religious fervor of the Shi‘ites,” he warned the Wehrmacht command not to “propagate an artificial unity, which does not exist and which is rejected by the Muslims.”186 Spuler’s criticism was also directed against the SS, which had fewer reservations about promoting Islamic unity.

The SS established several of its own programs for the religious instruction of field imams. As early as summer of 1943, the SS Head Office had organized a short training course for the first imams of Handžar. Coordinated by the division’s propaganda section, the imams were trained for three weeks in a villa in Babelsberg, near Berlin. Interpreter Zvonimir Bernwald, who was involved in organizing the course, later remembered the initial bewilderment of the German SS officers who had been assigned to establish the curriculum.187 As all of the participants—among them Abdullah Muhasilović, Husein Džozo, and Halim Malkoč—had received a solid theological education before the war, religious instruction was considered to be of lesser importance—a major difference from the courses organized for military imams from the Soviet Union.188 The aim of the Babelsberg course was rather to teach the imams National Socialist ideology and to turn them into motivated SS officers. Once all of the participants had arrived in Babelsberg, the Germans sent al-Husayni to them to set out the overall agenda of the course. In his speech to the imams, the mufti promoted the idea of an intimate relationship between National Socialism and Islam.189 His remarks basically echoed the points that had been made in Berger’s decree on the “Ideological-Spiritual Education of the Muslim SS Division” two months earlier but went further, constituting in fact the most elaborate attempt ever made to connect National Socialist ideas with Islam. The mufti emphasized four principal areas that formed the basis of an alliance between the Third Reich and the Muslim world. First, he declared that, throughout history, Germany had never attacked or acted with hostility to any Islamic country. He then talked about the usual three alleged common enemies. Germany, he argued, confronted “world Judaism,” the “hereditary enemy of Islam”; England, which repressed millions of Muslims, had destroyed Muslim rule in India, and had played a major role in the abolition of the Ottoman caliphate; and finally Bolshevism, which “tyrannized 40 million Muslims” and posed a direct threat to the entire Islamic world. The mufti then referred to traits allegedly shared by Islam and Nazism. National Socialism in “many respects” overlapped with the “Islamic worldview,” he proclaimed. Also, Islam and National Socialism both prized the idea of leadership. After the death of the Prophet, Muslims had followed the authority of a single person, the caliph; the Nazis followed the absolute authority of the Führer. Islam, the mufti explained, imposed “order, obedience, and discipline” on Muslims, just like National Socialism did on Germans. One of the main duties of each Muslim was the permanent fight against the enemies of Islam; to fall in this battle was a divine honor. In principle, Muslims were prepared to sacrifice everything for their doctrine, just like National Socialists were for their ideology. Also, the mufti explained, the attitudes of Muslims and National Socialists toward the ideals of community, family, procreation, motherhood, and the education of children were very similar, as was their work ethic. From beginning to end, the speech was cast in deeply religious rhetoric interspersed with verses from the Qur’an and examples from the early history of Islam, which gave it the character of a sermon. The Qur’an called on “all Muslims” to fight against the Jews, al-Husayni explained, recalling the tale of the Jews of Khaybar, who had attempted to kill the Prophet. Qur’anic verses were also introduced to support the ideal of a single leader, to portray Islam as a great power, and, most importantly, to prove the “militant spirit of Islam.” The Qur’an, the mufti argued, called for “the fight to ultimate victory.” He concluded: “It is the task and duty of all Muslims to unite for the defense of this impending threat and to cooperate with their friends hand in hand. The genuine cooperation of the 400 million Muslims with their true friends, the Germans, can have a great influence on the course of the war and is, for both sides, very advantageous.” The Muslim division of Bosnia was on a “holy mission” to spearhead this alliance.190 In practice, some of the themes outlined in al-Husayni’s speech were given higher priority than others in the classes, as Bernwald later recalled: While teachers engaged in anti-Jewish agitation and discussed the evils of the Anglo-Americans and godless Communism, portraying Tito’s partisans as enemies of Islam, subjects like Freemasonry and Catholicism were largely ignored.191 Finally, the imams also received some military training.

The following year, shortly after the Wehrmacht had launched the courses in Göttingen, the SS, too, institutionalized religious instruction for field imams. In 1944 the SS Head Office founded two Islamic centers for religious education. The first was opened in April, in the small town of Guben in Brandenburg. The idea had been on the table since late 1943, when Berger had suggested that Himmler open an institute for the education of imams, which would also train them “politically in an appropriate way.”192 The so-called imam institute (Imamen-Institut) was set up in a rundown hotel that had been taken over by the SS.193 After the building had been hastily turned into a school, the SS organized an inauguration ceremony on 21 April 1944, which was attended by Berger, Imam Husein Džozo, and al-Husayni. In his opening address, delivered in Arabic and translated into Bosnian, the mufti expressed his delight at the founding of the institute, in which he saw proof of the “prosperity of the alliance between Muslims and the Greater German Reich.”194 This alliance, he pointed out, was firmly based on “common interests and objectives.” Finally, al-Husayni exhorted the future imams: “Your obligation is not just to lead your comrades in prayer and in religious matters but also to strengthen that moral attitude within them, which Islam demands from the Muslim and which makes him a brave soldier who despises death in order to achieve a free life.” Their “duty,” al-Husayni concluded, was the “strengthening and deepening of the alliance between the Muslims and their ally: Greater Germany.” A second speech was given by Imam Džozo, who thanked Himmler and Berger for their “sincere friendship” with “us and all Muslims.”195 Džozo emphasized the historical moment of the war that would transform the world: “In this transformation, two great ideological powers met, became acquainted, and fraternized: the force of the Islamic view of life and the National Socialist political worldview.” The institute, the imam announced, was to strengthen the “friendship between the Islamic world and National Socialist Germany,” declaring: “We are ready and strongly determined to take great pains for the realization of the new world and the New Order.”196 The courses were taught by Arab scholars from the clique of the mufti and some Bosnians around Džozo.197 Combat drills and shooting instructions were also part of the curriculum. “The madrasa believed in combining spiritual training with full military training, so every imam was a trained fighter and officer,” al-Husayni later remembered.198 The mufti himself repeatedly visited the school to give lectures and meet students and teachers.199 According to al-Husayni, fifty imams graduated in Guben in two terms of four months each. In the final months of the war, the SS would indoctrinate Bosnian imams in locations closer to their area of deployment. In late autumn 1944, when the division was already dissolving, it organized a training course for sixty imams of Handžar near Budapest.200 The SS even organized an incognito visit by the mufti, scheduled for 7 October 1944, though it is unclear from the surviving documents whether it ever took place.

The SS set up the Guben institute primarily to train imams for the units of the Balkans. For Muslim recruits from the Eastern territories, it founded a second, much bigger institution in Dresden, which was formally connected to Olzscha’s Arbeitsgemeinschaft Turkestan. The so-called SS mullah school (SS-Mulla Schule) opened on 26 November 1944. As in Guben, the SS used the inauguration ceremony to celebrate a German-Muslim alliance. This time the opening speech was given by Walter Schellenberg, who repeated the usual rhetoric.201 Drawing on historical associations, he emphasized Germany’s traditional bonds with Islam and its long-standing support for the Muslim world, which had been constantly exploited by the imperial powers. Germany, the head of the SD foreign intelligence reminded his audience, had already favored Muslim prisoners at the Wünsdorf prisoner camp during the First World War. “The outbreak of the Second World War took place at a time,” he explained, “when the völkisch powers in the Soviet Union had not yet been broken, whereas the decline of the cultural and religious traditions had advanced threateningly.” Schellenberg welcomed the willingness of the non-Russian people of the Soviet Union to fight with Germany against Bolshevism and called Islam the “most important bulwark against a national, völkisch, and cultural uprooting of the Eastern Turks,” as well as a remedy to prevent their “infection by Bolshevism.” In this respect, Islam was seen as the “custodian” of the Eastern Turks’ “biological substance.” He called upon the Muslims to teach the younger generation “the traditions of the past, in order to be able to cope with the future,” and to confront the “crutches of Bolshevik ideology” and of the “Russian, racially impure worldview.” The speech demonstrated a surreal self-confidence. In fact, Schellenberg’s proclamation of the liberation of Islam from Soviet suppression came at a time when most of the Eastern territories had already been reconquered by the Red Army. However, he left observers in no doubt about the propagandistic character of the school, where the transfer of religious knowledge had become a secondary goal.

The school was based in a villa at 2 Lothringer Weg in the affluent Blasewitz neighborhood of Dresden. The building had previously been owned by a Jewish family and later been used by the Nazis as a Judenhaus to group Jews together, and had repeatedly been mentioned by the famous Jewish diarist Victor Klemperer, who, in early November 1944, also noted the “mysterious Muslim study group” there.202 Reiner Olzscha, who was assigned to set up the school, wrote a report after the war that draws a detailed picture of the institution.203 The interior of the building was designed to reflect Islamic architectural styles. The main entrance hall was decorated with a mosaic patterned after those of the mosques of Central Asia and adorned with Qur’anic verses. Another room, which was similarly ornamented and furnished with a prayer niche, or mihrab, and rugs, became the school’s prayer hall. The SS also purchased various Islamic cultural artifacts such as vases and pictures to provide what was, in their eyes, an authentic Islamic environment. Responsible for the interior architecture of the villa was Kurt Erdmann, an expert in Islamic culture and art history in the Asian department of the Pergamon Museum in Berlin. The renovation and redecoration of the building, which Erdmann oversaw together with architects from Berlin and Dresden, took half a year. “The outer appearance was to resemble Islamic religious facilities to create the right atmosphere,” explained Olzscha after the war. He also acquired various Islamic books from France, Bosnia, and the Netherlands. Among them were some rare ancient Islamic texts purchased in Sarajevo. Qur’ans could apparently be obtained free from the Propaganda Ministry.204 Yet, as in Göttingen, translations of the Qur’an were limited. Before the opening of the school in November, the East Ministry had already announced that, for the courses in Dresden and Göttingen, the “possibilities for the acquisition of Qur’ans from different countries were exhausted.”205

A major obstacle emerged in the search for a qualified director for the school. The SS leadership hoped to appoint Alimjan Idris. Idris, however, was still in the service of the Propaganda Ministry and the Foreign Office, where he was one of the men in charge of Germany’s propaganda in the Islamic world, especially the Turkic-speaking regions. Thus, when Olzscha offered him the Dresden job in November 1944, Idris had to refuse.206 However, he agreed to come to Dresden once or twice a week to supervise the classes and to teach until a permanent director was found. The Propaganda Ministry was displeased with the plans of the SS Head Office to recruit Idris since, as State Secretary Naumann of the ministry put it, he constituted “the soul of our Turkish broadcast program.”207 Nevertheless, in the end, the Propaganda Ministry agreed to release Idris three days a week, and so he became the unofficial director of the mullah school.208 “He seemed to be a convinced Mohammedan … and was for this reason as well as his knowledge and his age especially suited for the school,” Olzscha remembered later.209 Idris brought with him his son, Ildar Idris, who worked as an interpreter and assistant to his father until he was drafted into the Eastern Muslim SS Corps.210

In contrast to the Wehrmacht in Göttingen, the SS was eager to employ only Muslims as teachers.211 For the recruitment of staff, Olzscha consulted Professor Richard Hartmann. Olzscha first hired a certain Doctor Murad. Born in Mecca but of Tatar origin, Murad claimed that he had run a madrasa in Turpan in the Muslim Uyghur region of Xinjiang before he came to Germany, where he had studied medicine. He had impressed Olzscha with his knowledge of the Qur’an and his language abilities. Murad was involved in the planning of the school, but friction with Olzscha and Idris led to his departure before it opened. The recruitment of teachers proved to be difficult. In the end, two elderly mullahs from the Crimea were hired. Moreover, Shakir Eriss, the imam of Riga, who had fled with his wife from the advancing Red Army, arrived at the school. Though soon judged an unsuitable teacher by Idris, Eriss was allowed to stay at the school as a guest. The staff also included an Arab, a Bulgarian Muslim, and the eager Major Killinger, a retired German army officer and convert to Islam. Given this group, it is hardly surprising that Olzscha noted after the war that “until the end, Idris remained the only fully qualified instructor.” The SS had initially hoped to recruit teachers from among the most gifted students of each class, who would then be trained in an advanced course for their tasks.212 Until the end of the war, Olzscha and his colleagues tried in vain to appoint religiously educated Muslims, including the Syrian Rida Muhammad Stambuli and the Azerbaijani Mehmet Resulzade.213 As late as March 1945, Idris made an attempt to recruit five writers from the SS newspaper Türk Birligi, but the plan derailed by the chaos of the last weeks of the war.214

The dormitories of the SS mullah school in Dresden could accommodate fifty students at a time, but this capacity was never fully utilized. The courses were to last from one to two years, but, due to the military situation, they were cut back to just a few weeks. Students came from the units or, in some cases, were recruited directly from prisoner of war camps, where they were screened by mullah Jumabaev.215 Only three classes were taught in Dresden during the final months of the war. A first group of sixteen students graduated in January 1945, followed by a class of twenty-one students and another of twenty-three.216 In early 1945 Idris also gave a number of lectures to sixty-two imams of a Turkic labor brigade of the Wehrmacht, which included Uzbeks, Tatars, Azerbaijanis, and North Caucasians, among others.217 He advocated that the school in Dresden should train not only Muslims from Turkestan but imams from all ethnic groups.218 The SS was receptive to such pan-Islamic ideas.

The theological program of the SS school sought to overcome the antagonism between Sunnis and Shi‘ites. In his lectures in Dresden and in his speeches to soldiers of Muslim units at the front, Idris constantly preached against religious sectarianism.219 For the Germans, this strategy came with obvious organizational advantages. Only Spuler, having separated Sunnis and Shi‘ites at the Wehrmacht’s school, opposed the antisectarian politics of the SS as well as Idris’s overall program of instruction.220 Idris, who argued that the schism had been artificially constructed in the history of Islam, prevailed.221 The school’s educational program was designed by him in consultation with Hartmann.222 It included readings from the Qur’an and lessons on Qur’an exegesis, classes on Islamic history, and instruction in the Arabic language. In the last months of the war, Idris also lectured on political issues such as the “imperialist and Islam-hostile policy of the three powers, England, America and Soviet Russia, and the Islam-friendly policy of Germany, which had prevailed for at least the last 200 years,” as he put it.223 Using examples from history, he warned his students that an Anglo-American-Soviet victory meant slavery at the hands of the “international Jews.”

In the final months of the war, the command of the Eastern Troops decided to make use of the new SS school and also to send the Wehrmacht imams to Dresden for instruction.224 Spuler was assigned to survey the courses for the Wehrmacht but was only sporadically consulted by Idris.225 Mufti Szynkiewicz, too, was now ordered from Göttingen to Dresden.226 The idea to educate imams jointly for both the Wehrmacht and the SS had been discussed for some time. Before the opening of the school in Dresden, in a meeting with Gerhard von Mende on 27 July 1944, al-Husayni explained that he had been approached from various sides about founding a “mullah school.”227 Since he was under the impression that the Germans had no clear idea about the actual organization of such a project, he told Mende that he himself wanted to make some practical recommendations for a future mullah school. Such a school, he suggested, should be used by both the Wehrmacht and the SS. It would require a specialized teaching plan, appropriate teaching materials, and a practicable language of instruction. Most revealing in this context were the mufti’s remarks about the role of religion. Aware of Mende’s and the ministry’s skepticism about the attempts of the SS to launch a pan-Islamic mobilization campaign in the Eastern territories, the mufti acknowledged that “today a comprehensive Islamic idea is not politically effective.” The school, al-Husayni explained, should operate under the auspices of the East Ministry, which would then cooperate with both the Wehrmacht and the SS. A school run by the weak East Ministry was unthinkable. Moreover, al-Husayni’s nationalist visions conflicted with the actual policy of the Wehrmacht and the SS at that point. The mufti was never offered an active role at the Dresden school.228 The episode showed once again that al-Husayni had little influence on the decision-making process in Berlin. The Germans consulted and used him when necessary, but he had no power of his own. After the opening of the school in November, the mufti nonetheless wrote to Himmler to thank him.229 Himmler replied swiftly: “I give expression to my conviction that our German-Islamic cooperation and bond will be awarded with the ultimate victory over our enemies.”230

Soon the school was engulfed by the war. The villa, with its Islamic literature and artifacts, was burned to the ground during the devastating Allied bombardments of Dresden between 13 and 15 February 1945, and the remaining Muslims and staff were evacuated to the small town of Weissenfels.231 On 23 February the SS Head Office “urgently” asked the local command of Weissenfels for provisions and accommodations for the members of the school.232 The local military authorities were baffled and suggested closing the school since Idris was urgently needed at the Propaganda Ministry and the imams were required in their units.233 Unimpressed, the SS simply answered that there was no order about the dissolution of the school.234 The further fate of the staff and students is unknown.

Overall, the three Islamic seminaries established during the war were too short lived to have made much of an impact. Even before the courses at the SS mullah school in Dresden had begun, Idris had explained his concerns about timing.235 The instruction of the mullahs, he criticized, had begun far too late. He warned that the mullahs should not be separated from their units during the critical phase of the war. Nevertheless, the history of the religious courses is another example of the extent to which Berlin tried to expand its Islam project in the final period of the war.

After the end of the Second World War, General von Heygendorff compiled a list of ten points that summarized the measures taken to support the Islamic faith in the Muslim units of the Wehrmacht.236 Islam, he wrote, was promoted:



	By the selection of eligible men and their instruction in the mullah schools in Göttingen and Dresden-Blausewitz;

	By the establishment of positions for mullahs and chief mullahs in the field commands of the divisions, battalions, and companies;

	By the decoration of mullahs with special emblem badges like the turban and crescent;

	By the distribution of Qur’an publications among the legionnaires;

	By the regulation of prayer times;

	By the exemption from service on Fridays and during religious feasts;

	By the consideration of fasting customs and dietary requirements;

	By the acquisition of mutton and rice for the festive days;

	By the orienting of the graves of fallen volunteers toward Mecca by means of compasses, and the marking of gravestones with crescents instead of crosses;

	By thoughtful and tactful conduct toward the foreign religion and its rites.



Heygendorff’s explanation of these efforts was rather simple: “Many of our Turkic volunteers were pious Mohammedans. Convinced adherents of Islam cannot be Bolshevists. Therefore, nothing seemed more reasonable than the promotion of Islam in our volunteer formations in every imaginable way.”237 Indeed, the Germans were convinced that pious Muslims would be particularly hostile to the Soviet Union and therefore especially reliable allies. Moreover, the granting of special religious concessions and spiritual care was primarily intended to maintain military discipline, to control the thousands of volunteers, and, most importantly, to boost the fighting morale.





CHAPTER EIGHT


Islam and Military Propaganda


Ever since Imperial Germany’s campaign for Muslim mobilization in the First World War, General Oskar Ritter von Niedermayer had been convinced of the use of Islam to stir up Muslims. On 15 January 1943, as German troops retreated from the Caucasus and the military situation at Stalingrad became hopeless, Niedermayer issued general “Suggestions for Political Instruction in Turkic Units” (Anhaltspunkte für den Politischen Unterricht in turkvölkischen Einheiten) for his Muslim field battalions.1 Unsurprisingly, Islam was an important part of the recommended propaganda themes. German propaganda in the Muslim units was to construct a historical tradition of friendship between Germany and the Islamic world. Propagandists were to remind Muslim soldiers of Wilhelm II’s solemn declaration after visiting Saladin’s tomb in Damascus in 1898. The emperor’s proclamation was to be presented as the foundation of Germany’s friendship with Islam, which had continued with the German-Ottoman alliance in the First World War, and Germany’s strong relations with Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan during the interwar period. A few months later the SS issued a similar set of guidelines for Handžar, Gottlob Berger’s decree on the “Ideological-Spiritual Education of the Muslim SS Division.”2 Further instructions for military propaganda among the Muslim troops followed.

The guidelines issued by the Wehrmacht and the SS addressed all officers who became involved in the propaganda in the Muslim units. The ideological indoctrination of Muslim soldiers did not, in fact, lie exclusively in the hands of the field imams. The army launched a wide-ranging propaganda program, employing political officers and setting up numerous military journals and newspapers. This propaganda, too, was religiously charged and designed to legitimize the war, to radicalize Muslim soldiers, and to stir them up for battle. Above all, it sought to provide an Islamic interpretation of the war. Religious imperatives and slogans were employed to make the war a divine duty—to turn it into a “just war.” Moreover, Muslim recruits had to be convinced that they were not ordinary mercenaries in an infidel army but soldiers who were fighting for their own cause. The objectives of Muslims and their religion were constructed in congruence with those of the Third Reich. The promotion of supposed shared values and of alleged common enemies, most notably Bolshevism, Anglo-American power, and Judaism, were recurring themes in the propaganda for Muslim troops.




Political Officers and Religious Propaganda

From the outset, the Wehrmacht employed German and Muslim political officers (weltanschauliche Schulungsoffiziere), who were to cooperate closely with the imams in the indoctrination of Muslim troops. Political officers, in fact, were introduced at the same time, in the summer of 1942, also in the regular German Wehrmacht units.3 Ideology, the army command believed, was the most effective instrument to boost military morale. The tasks of the political officers were similar to those of the Soviet political commissars, who had impressed the German leadership, though it was anxious to avoid any comparison. Historians have argued that the Wehrmacht’s political officers played a considerable role in the brutalization of German warfare. The mission of the ideological officers in the Muslim units was generally quite similar to that in the German units, although they were to found their propaganda on Islamic rhetoric and slogans. A propagandist of the Eastern Legions once summarized his work with the simple statement that he was trying to mobilize all available forces “for the holy war.”4 Legionnaires who were chosen to act as propagandists in their units were sent to Berlin for short training courses. The reports that have survived the war give a sense of the role religion played during these stays.5 The political officers would not only tour the capital and listen to political lectures on subjects such as the “National Socialist Germany” but also attend Friday prayers at the Wilmersdorf Mosque. Excursions to the Muslim cemetery in Berlin, which had been built by the Ottoman legation, were also part of the schedule, added to stress the deep connection between Germany and Islam. The Germans carefully monitored the Muslims’ behavior at these Islamic sites. The report on the sixth course recounted that only the Turkestanis were impressed by the graveyard, whereas the Caucasians were more reserved, while the account of the following course remarked: “Particularly impressive for the legionnaires this time was the visit to the mosque and the grave of their national leader.”6 It also noted that most of the soldiers had never been in a house of worship before. Once employed in the field, the propagandists remained under the strict control of the German staff of their units. A directive for German officers serving in the Turk battalions urged them to monitor the work of the propagandists carefully, emphasizing that the Muslims were to be told that they were fighting not just against Bolshevism and for national and economic factors but also for the “reopening of the houses of worship and the respect of confessions, customs, and conventions.”7 Another internal instruction sheet recommended that German commanders attend political speeches by the propagandists in the units both to underline their importance and to see how the volunteers reacted to them.8

In the Crimea, the 11th Army also trained Crimean Tatar propagandists in special courses. In these classes, Muslim officers learned that “National Socialism perceives the nation as a sacred institution” and that “Germany grants full religious freedom.”9 “The crucial point,” the teachers would emphasize, “is the friendship of Germany as well as of Italy and Japan to the principal people of Islam, to the Arabs” and that the “entire Arab world” was “in bitter opposition to England.” A Wehrmacht official, who in the spring of 1942 attended eight courses, training more than eighty Crimean Tatar propagandists, noted that the participants were “pleasantly struck” to learn “that there is also a large mosque in Berlin.”10

The SS made similar efforts. Early on, convinced of the close connection between ideology and military discipline, Berger had introduced political officers in the German units of the Waffen-SS and soon also created these positions in the Muslim units.11 In March 1944 Wangemann’s political section organized a course for the Handžar’s propagandists (Einsatzredner) with lectures on themes such as “Aim and Mission of the Division,” “The Pious Muslim and the People of Different Faiths in Bosnia,” and “Why the Muslims Are Fighting on Germany’s Side”—the latter two courses were taught by the division imam, Abdullah Muhasilović.12 Later that month Handžar organized a more in-depth course for future German and Muslim propagandists. The general directives of the course reflected Berger’s synthesis of National Socialism and Islam. The future political officers attended lectures on subjects like “National Socialism and Islam,” “The Life of Our Führer,” and “The Meaning of This War.”13 After the course, the soldiers took written exams that consisted of twenty questions, ranging from “Why can a man who loves his people not be a Communist?” to “For which values are the states allied with Germany fighting?” to “For what reasons are National Socialism and Islam fighting together?”14 The question about Communism was answered by one German officer as follows: “Communism is against everything national, against the faith.” On the values for which he was fighting, he wrote: “For the preservation of customs, freedom, the right to live.”15 And finally, he knew too how to respond to the question about the connection between National Socialism and Islam: “Islam and National Socialism have common enemies and also overlap in belief.”16 The Muslim SS-Rottenführer Josip Vukelić answered the same question neatly in line with Himmler’s propaganda: “They have common enemies: Bolshevism, Judaism, Anglo-Americans, Freemasons, and political Catholicism.”17 The Bosnian felt equally confident about the question on Communism: “Because it destroys all its values, religion, family, and equates everything.” About shared values, he wrote: “In order to maintain religion, nationality, and custom and conventions.”18 In his report that month, Wangemann ordered that only those who had participated in these courses were eligible to be promoted to the position of SS-Unterführer.19 The SS organized similar courses for its Muslim recruits from the East. In September 1944 Fürst made inquiries in Berlin about the recruitment of officers for the “political-religious education,” who could teach, among other topics, “The History of Islam,” “The Short History and Geography of the Islamic States,” and, of course, “The Life of Shamil.”20 In addition, Idris, already informal director of the mullah school in Dresden, gave lectures on “The Significance and History of Islam for the Eastern Turks.”21 Spuler also gave some seminars.22





Islam, Military Journals, and Print Propaganda

Both the Wehrmacht and the SS produced and circulated numerous propaganda publications among their recruits, which frequently drew on religious slogans, concepts, and rhetoric. Berlin distributed brochures, such as the anti-Jewish booklet Islam and Judaism, which was spread among not only the civil population of Bosnia and Herzegovina but also the Handžar recruits (Figure 8.1).23 The publication sought to frame anti-Jewish hatred within a religious context to motivate Muslims to fight in the German Weltanschauungskrieg. At the same time, Berger planned a broader ideological publication for Handžar, which he envisioned as a more general “political combat organ for the entire Mohammedan world.”24 Sauberzweig, moreover, regularly wrote open propaganda letters to his Muslim soldiers that were read aloud by the imams in their units.25 Among its Muslim recruits from the Eastern territories, the SS distributed religious propaganda as well. It included a pamphlet signed by the mufti, addressed “to my Muslim brothers!”26 The Allied powers, he declared, “since time immemorial count among the traditional enemies of Islam; they suppress the Muslims, occupy their countries, fight their religion, and prepare the worst for their future.” Now the Allied powers, “driven by world Judaism,” the pamphlet claimed, stood in battle against the Axis, led by Germany, “the country that has never been an enemy of Islam and has never attacked an Islamic country.” The Third Reich was fighting “our common enemies” and seeking to secure a “safe and happy future for the Islamic world.” “Onward, on the side of Germany, brimming with steadfast belief that victory is without doubt near,” the text urged, closing with a verse from the Qur’an and exhorting the soldiers: “Arise and fight for God, with your property and goods and with your soul.”27
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8.1  German edition of the propaganda brochure Islam and Judaism being read by soldiers of the SS Division Handžar, 1943 (BAK, Image 101III-Mielke-036-23, Mielke).


The Wehrmacht, too, had begun to circulate religiously charged propaganda. “Particularly needed are treatises about the life of the Führer as well as Qur’ans,” Bräutigam noted when ordering propaganda material for the Eastern Muslim units in late 1942.28 Religious writings, Wehrmacht officials believed, were especially important in sustaining military morale. The “Qur’an,” Köstring’s aide, Herwarth von Bittenfeld, later recalled, was published “in large quantities.”29 In particular, miniature Qur’ans, which were also given out in the Crimea, were widely distributed among the soldiers of the Eastern Legions, who carried them in steel capsules around the neck.30 Amulet lockets and leather pouches containing Qur’anic verses had been carried by Muslim soldiers in battle across the world for centuries, and the Germans now eagerly exploited the practice.31 Wehrmacht officials repeatedly ordered these Qur’anic talismans. And when organizing his courses in Göttingen, Spuler requested them for his imams.32 In 1944, during consultations with some Azerbaijani leaders, Heygendorff was informed of an “urgent need for Qur’ans enclosed in metal cans.”33 “It is generally noted that these talismanic Qur’ans are of great significance,” it was asserted. Officials even discussed the plan of ordering Turkish Qur’ans from Turkey as they could not be printed in Germany due to the worsening war situation.

The most common propaganda publications distributed among the troops were military journals and newspapers. Shortly after the deployment of Handžar in 1943, the SS began publishing the magazine SS-Handžar for the soldiers of the division.34 The division’s propaganda section was responsible for its content. Printed in German and Bosnian, the paper consisted of eight pages of text and a four-page illustrated supplement. SS-Handžar was initially published fortnightly but appeared less and less frequently as the war situation deteriorated. Many of the magazine’s articles drew on memories of the Austro-Hungarian era.35 Imagining the tradition of a historical alliance, Sauberzweig praised in an article the “heroic deeds” of the old Habsburg regiments.36 Issues featured stand-alone quotations from Hitler, the Prophet, and the Qur’an.37 The imams of the division were explicitly instructed by the German command to write for SS-Handžar.38 In late 1943 Imam Husein Džozo contributed a piece, “On the Tasks of the SS Man,” in which he agitated against “Bolshevism, Capitalism, and Judaism.”39 A significant number of articles called to arms against the alleged enemies of the faithful. “Bestial Bolshevist hordes and criminals, on London’s payroll, stain the sanctuaries of the proud Bosnia,” one author fulminated.40 Another lamented that atrocities against the Muslim population in the Balkans would continue even during the most sacred periods of the religious calendar: “It is the time of Ramadan, the month for prayer and fasting,” but, though meant to be a “month of peace and happiness,” it had turned “hard and bloody.”41 The most aggressive propaganda against Nazi Germany’s enemies appeared in the final issue, published in the summer of 1944, when the division was engaged in heavy fighting. It featured articles condemning both the “enthusiast” Tito and the “Jews in Bosnia” as the fiercest enemies of the Muslims.42 Furthermore, SS-Handžar reported about the celebrations of religious holidays. One issue was dedicated to the Ramadan Bairam festivities in Neuhammer and featured not only the speeches of Sauberzweig and the division imam but also many photographs of the event.43 On the occasion of the Mawlid, SS-Handžar printed parts of a speech given by al-Husayni in Berlin.44 Another issue covered the mufti’s visit to Neuhammer.45 Connecting notions of religiosity, masculinity, and militancy, al-Husayni was quoted addressing the recruits: “In my time with you, I discovered a life of manliness, fighting spirit, and willingness for sacrifice that Islam demands from everyone.” The illustrated supplement featured many photos of the visit.46 Visual propaganda was indeed a major characteristic of the SS-Handžar magazine. Well aware of the power of images, the SS printed more than a dozen photographs in each issue, depicting the life of the soldiers or their villages and, most frequently, mosques.47 Perhaps more suprising was a photograph of a young woman in a bathing suit under the Mostar Bridge, printed next to a picture of a fully veiled woman, a combination that might have led to some incomprehension among pious readers.48 In the summer of 1944 the SS finally stopped publishing SS-Handžar. Plans to publish two division papers, one in Bosnian, which was also to be distributed among the Muslim civil population, and another in German, never materialized.49

A paper of the Eastern Turkic SS Corps, Türk Birligi (Turkic Unity), appeared for only a very short time in late 1944.50 Published in different Turkic languages, the paper was “to enhance militant impulses for the strengthening of the troops’ morale,” as Olzscha put it.51 Its first issue, published on 25 November 1944, took the Qurban Bairam as its theme and featured articles on Islam and the battle against Bolshevism.52 Al-Husayni also contributed a piece, calling on the faithful, in the name of Allah, to fight alongside Hitler’s Germany. Türk Birligi was published under the censorship of Johannes Benzing and other German experts on Islam in the Soviet Union.

The propaganda papers circulated in the Wehrmacht’s Eastern Legions lasted somewhat longer: Ghazavat (Holy War) for the North Caucasian Legion, Idel-Ural (Volga-Ural) for the Volga-Ural Legion, and Azerbaijan (Azerbaijan) for the Azerbaijani Legion. Information about the papers distributed in the fourth Muslim legion, Turkestan, is no longer available, but their content was most likely similar to that of the papers of the other three Muslim legions.53 In addition, Niedermayer’s headquarters (162nd Infantry Division) gave the paper Svoboda (Freedom) to all of its recruits. Most of the legions’ magazines were published on a weekly or bimonthly basis. Normally they were eight pages long, later only six or four. Most of them were established between summer 1942 and spring 1943 and ceased publication in the winter of 1944–1945.54 During the entire war, around one hundred issues of each paper were produced. The articles were written mostly by Muslim collaborators in Berlin and tightly controlled and censored by the East Ministry and the Wehrmacht’s propaganda division, which compiled summaries of every issue.55 These summaries provide the basis of the following analysis. As the early copies of these summaries from 1942 have not survived the war, this study concentrates on the issues that were published between 1943 and 1945.

The reason for the variety of newspapers was first and foremost the diversity of languages spoken by the Muslim recruits. Some papers, most importantly Ghazavat, were multilingual, and along with Russian articles contained texts in Chechen, Ingush, Karachai, Balkar, and other languages. The journals’ contents were often similar and, in fact, resembled the typical field papers published for German soldiers. A number of reports were translations of articles that had appeared in German publications such as the Völkischer Beobachter, the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, and Das Reich. The majority of the articles dealt with the military situation, while fewer touched upon political and ideological issues. Historians have either ignored the papers or dismissed them as politically and propagandistically irrelevant.56 A careful reading of the papers, however, shows that the articles do give insight into the ways in which the Germans tried to influence their recruits.

Generally speaking, nationalism was a significant part of this propaganda, as is reflected in the papers’ names. At the same time, religious themes were also pervasive. Indeed, the title Ghazavat had an explicit religious meaning, drawing on the North Caucasian tradition of Islamic resistance and jihad. The following pages address some of the key religious themes in the articles of Ghazavat, Idel-Ural, Azerbaijan, and Svoboda and assess their political functions.

A remarkable number of articles in these publications aimed to educate legionnaires about Islam and foster an Islamic identity among them. All of the papers repeatedly underlined the importance of religion as the defining element of national culture. “Religion is a keystone of our national morale,” Idel-Ural proclaimed in early 1944.57 A few months later Azerbaijan assured readers that the nation could be founded only on the pure teachings of the Prophet and the Qur’an.58 “In the new Azerbaijan, religion is to play a leading role,” the Azerbaijani journalist Ibrahim Oglu wrote. A few weeks earlier he had made it clear that the legionnaires’ mission was, apart from the liberation of Azerbaijan, the preservation of religion.59 In fact, Azerbaijan made no secret of its “efforts” to educate the legionnaires “in a religious way.”60 Ghazavat asserted in a headline that “the life of our Prophet should serve as an example for us.”61 Among the articles with an explicit educational purpose were texts about the teachings of Islam and Islamic history, often written by religious authorities. A certain mullah Filankias, for instance, gave “a retrospective of the development of Islam” for the readers of Azerbaijan, while the Azerbaijani major Abdul Fatalibey published a historical essay series on “The Prophet and Islam” in Idel-Ural.62 A month earlier, Fatalibey had written two historical overviews about “the Prophet and his true Credo” in Azerbaijan.63 A former Red Army officer, Fatalibey had impressed the Germans with his combat performance in the battle for the Caucasus and had soon become a recognized speaker for the Azerbaijani cause and a fervent promoter of pan-Islamic unity.64 Other articles that appeared in Idel-Ural and Azerbaijan praised the glorious history of science in the Islamic world during the medieval period.65 The papers also translated and republished articles about Islam that had been printed in German newspapers. Idel-Ural and Azerbaijan, for instance, both published a lengthy article on al-Azhar that had first appeared in the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung.66 It described how al-Azhar had expanded over the centuries into a complex of madrasas, soup kitchens, and dormitories and had become a global religious institution, illuminating “almost all corners of the Islamic world.” The article also emphasized—and exaggerated—al-Azhar’s political influence and power, and claimed that its leaders had confronted the British Empire and even consulted with King Faruq about a restoration of the caliphate based in Egypt. Ghazavat and Azerbaijan printed articles about Ibn Saud, Islam, and Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia that had first appeared in the Völkische Beobachter.67 The mere fact that a German military publication was reporting on Islamic themes could have had a propagandistic impact. Many articles, however, went much further, explicitly portraying Germany as the liberator of Islam.

Most articles that dealt with religion portrayed the Third Reich as the friend of Islam. Some reports even conveyed the idea of a wider Muslim mobilization movement in support of the Axis. Both Ghazavat and Idel-Ural reported in detail on the Wehrmacht’s Arab units.68 Azerbaijan published articles about Muslim volunteers from the Balkans alongside pictures of Bosnian Muslims.69 An additional set of images showed life in Muslim villages in Croatia. Muslim life under Axis protection was, in fact, a popular theme. Idel-Ural published a series of photos titled “Muslim Life in Serbia,” remarking: “Under German protection Muslim life can develop freely.”70 Unsurprisingly, German support of Islam in the East was a key theme in all of the papers for the Eastern Legions. “The Muslims are convinced that with the German victory the freedom of religion will become a reality,” the Ghazavat headline ran in autumn 1943.71 Under Soviet rule, the paper wrote, the practice of religion had been completely banned. “But when the German troops came to the Caucasus, they immediately opened all churches and mosques and granted full religious freedom.” Muslims now pinned all their hopes on a German victory, as only Germany would bring freedom to Islam. This claim was substantiated with numerous articles on Muslim life, most importantly religious celebrations taking place under German protection. Islamic holidays regularly made it into the headlines. The papers printed celebratory wishes for the end of Ramadan or for Qurban Bairam.72 Reports covered religious celebrations not only in the legions but also those across the occupied territories. At the close of Ramadan in 1943 Azerbaijan reported on celebrations organized by the Germans in the Crimea.73 Around the same time, Idel-Ural published a picture of Tatar migrants celebrating the feast under German protection in Finland.74 To a certain extent, reports about these celebrations drew on the idea of a global Muslim community. This became most obvious in Amin al-Husayni’s speeches, which were printed in all of the papers.75 More important, however, was the use of religious holidays as a marker of difference between German and Stalinist rule. In 1943, for instance, Azerbaijan reported on “Mullah Suleiman,” who was said to grow “happier from day to day” because of his new freedom to practice his religion without restriction, a freedom “that had been refused in the Soviet Union for 25 years.”76 At the same time, a Muslim legionnaire wrote in Idel-Ural: “Today the entire Muslim world celebrated the Uraza Bairam to end the fasting. And yet the 30 million Muslims who live in the Soviet Union are not able to celebrate this holiday with dignity. For 25 years they have lived under the oppression of the Bolsheviks, and only in secret can Muslims practice their religion.”77 In Ghazavat, Muslim legionnaire wrote about the occasion:


The Ramadan feast binds together all Muslims for one month, wherever they might be. On the occasion of this celebration, which ended on 30 August [1943], we want to remember the Bolshevists, how they banned every free religious practice, arrested our mullahs and sent them to Siberia, terrorized and subjugated us. The German Wehrmacht has drawn the sword against Bolshevism, which represses all freedoms. Bolshevism lies in its own blood. It is grasping for its last breaths. May Allah protect the German Wehrmacht and help it as well as all people who unite against Bolshevism. We remember only how the Soviets rode roughshod over us and our clerics.78

In the same issue, another article promised that “the day is not far off” when also the Muslims in the Soviet territories would be able to celebrate again.79

Indeed, one purpose of many of the articles dealing with religion was to portray the Soviet Union as an atheist oppressor of Islam. “Everywhere in those countries which the Soviet Union attacks, Muslims can practice their faith freely,” Ghazavat observed.80 “Only in the Soviet Union, where the Supreme-Godless-Jew Yaroslavskii Gubelman has let all mosques be closed or destroyed, is this not the case. 40 million Muslims have to live without the opportunity for religious practice because the mullahs have been banished or murdered.” Minei Israilevich Gubelman, better known as Emelian Mikhailovich Yaroslavskii, had been chairman of the “Society of the Godless” before Stalin abolished the organization in 1941.81 The dissolution was, of course, ignored by German propaganda, which claimed that the situation was becoming worse than ever before. “Moscow is intensifying its battle against religion,” Idel-Ural wrote.82 Moscow had instructed all Soviet teachers anew to confront religious belief at the schools. The papers printed detailed, emotional stories about the suppression of Islam under Soviet rule. In the article “Bolshevism in the North Caucasus,” Ghazavat described how Muslims had experienced the Soviets’ takeover: “Their first ‘deed’ was to close all mosques and to arrest and deport the priests [sic].”83

Islam was often referred to as a bulwark against Russian and Soviet domination. Idel-Ural printed the story of Rizaeddin Fakhreddin, the famed Islamic theologian and last independent mufti of Ufa, who refused, when brought to Moscow in 1931, to sign a document affirming that Muslims of the USSR were living in freedom. “His answer was that he could not tell lies to the Islamic people,” Idel-Ural (correctly) reported, praising him as a “custodian of the Islamic faith.”84 The slogan “For religion, for Islam” had accompanied the Caucasian uprisings, Ghazavat proclaimed in September 1943.85 Remembering anti-Soviet uprisings in the Caucasus of the 1930s, it stated that they were nothing less than a “religious revolution against Bolshevism.” The Bolshevists had tried to break all religious resistance. They had attempted to “poison” the youth, following their slogan that “religion is the opiate of the people.” But they had failed, the paper assured its readers. The youth had maintained their beliefs and were now ready to fight alongside the Germans for the “freedom of their homeland and the continuance of our Muslim religion.”86

Stories about the religious character of resistance also drew on historical narratives of Islamic opposition in the tsarist era. A historical tradition was constructed in which the German call to arms became self-explanatory and the war against Moscow an act of piety. Under Russian oppression, Idel-Ural wrote in October 1943, only Islam could be the driving force of resistance. Well aware that “the faith in Islam strengthened the spiritual power of our people,” the tsarist empire had already attempted to weaken Islam.87 The paper remembered the “Russian missionaries” and the “persecution of Islamic leaders,” “the forced baptism of Tatars and Bashkirs,” and the “closing down of the mosques.” These were constant topics. “Russian imperialism,” Idel-Ural remembered, had made an “assassination attempt on our faith”; it had destroyed “mosques, which had been built over centuries,” while, at the same time, the number of Russian churches on Islamic soil had grown “like trees in the forest.”88 The following year, both Azerbaijan and Ghazavat commemorated the tsarist capture of Imam Shamil eighty-five years earlier.89 “Today, volunteers fight in the spirit of Shamil for the achievement of freedom, which will not be destroyed again.”90 In the next issue, Ghazavat printed another story about Shamil and also remembered other anti-tsarist Islamic movements in the northern Caucasus mountains.91 The aim of Shamil’s struggle and today’s war against the Soviet Union, the paper explained, was the same—the only difference was that this time the peoples of the Caucasus could count on the support of the “great and indomitable German Wehrmacht.”92 Ghazavat announced: “We must help our people. And we will help. Germany is on our side. Allah is with us.”93 And in another issue, in February 1944, the paper proclaimed: “We hear today the call ‘ghazawat.’ Ghazawat—holy war, it is still waged far from home, but it will also lead us again to the mountains of our homeland.”94

As the struggle for Muslim support accelerated, more and more articles directly confronted Stalin’s campaign for Islamic mobilization. Reports about the Kremlin’s attempts to court Islam were usually written in a tone of ridicule and malice and pointed out the inconsistencies of Soviet religious policies. “Now the Bolsheviks want to betray the people in the name of religion,” Idel-Ural headlined in October 1943.95 “The same Bolshevism, which battered religion for 25 years, today calls the people for a continuation of the war in the name of religion.” Reports that “the Jew Gubelman Yaroslavskii” now advocated a more liberal stance on religion were dismissed as a “farce,” but the paper warned readers about the “Soviet-Mufti” Rasulaev. “There have often been maneuvers of this kind in the Soviet Union—although never this false,” wrote Idel-Ural, adding that the people would recognize the “swindle.” “Our people will never forget the transgressions of the Bolsheviks against the believers.” A month later, the paper again dismissed the new Soviet policy toward Islam as a “lie and fraud.”96 In early 1944 Idel-Ural denounced it as “Stalin’s new betrayal.”97 “The believers, who have so far been against Stalin, are now supposed to thank Stalin for granting freedom of belief in the mosques.” The paper made it clear that “Stalin’s mullahs” were “nothing more than an instrument in the hands of the Kremlin,” just as the whole campaign was “nothing more than a giant fraud.” Similarly, Ghazavat denounced the “Soviet church swindle.”98 Azerbaijan pointed out the contradiction: “For twenty-five years Stalin bedeviled and persecuted the Muslim population and [he is responsible for] the murder of thousands. Now, suddenly, during the war he has discovered his heart for the Muslims,” the paper scoffed, reminding the recruits that Stalin adhered to the Marxist slogan that “religion was the opiate of the people.”99 The soldiers were reminded that mosques had been closed and turned into “garages or theaters and clubs.” The Soviet mufti Rasulaev was mocked by the paper as an “agent of the NKVD.” “This red mufti will now be sitting next to Stalin and delivering speeches on the radio about the liberation of the Muslims. But nobody will be fooled, we are in the know.” Moscow’s “suddenly discovered love for religion” was a “villainous betrayal.” The Muslims would not become henchmen of a “Comintern agent” who “likes to call himself ‘mufti.’ ” A few months later the paper jeered that those who worked against religion had always been the most esteemed in the Soviet Union, only now these people had become “mullahs.”100 Another article in the same issue warned readers that “all the talk” about Muslims in the Soviet Union being free to attend mosques was “nothing more than a lie.”101 The few mosques that had been reopened would only serve the purpose of Bolshevist propaganda. A few months later the paper again asserted that mosques had been reopened only to propagate a “Bolshevist ‘religion.’ ”102 The Soviet Islam campaign, the papers warned readers, would threaten not just the Soviet Union but the entire Muslim world. In the summer of 1943 Ghazavat led with the headline “The Soviets Want to Create a Soviet Arabia.”103 And two issues later, an article, titled “Stalin Remembers the Qur’an,” denounced Soviet propaganda in the Middle East.104 Stalin had sent Mufti Rasulaev to Syria, Palestine, and Egypt with instructions to convince the Muslim populations there that “Communism was by no means incompatible with the Qur’an.” Azerbaijan, too, warned that the “Bolshevist muftis” were crossing the borders into the Middle East.105 Idel-Ural described the Muslim congress that Stalin had convened in Moscow (just like the pan-Slavic congress) as another expression of “Moscow’s imperialist intentions.”106 Finally, the Soviet campaign for Islamic mobilization was also attacked by more general articles about an alleged ideological conflict between Communism and Islam. Under the headline “Communism and Islam Irreconcilable,” both Ghazavat and Azerbaijan wrote in early 1944 that Moscow would follow the idea that religion was the opiate of the people.107 “Communism,” the papers warned its readers, meant the “downfall of Islam.” Two months later Ghazavat explained that “Communism and Islam are eternal opposites,” denouncing the Kremlin’s attempts “to prove” that devout Muslims could also be devout Communists: “This will never come true because not only are Communism and Islam divided by an enormous abyss, but so too is Communism and any kind of religion in general.”108

The Soviet Union was not the only power that was portrayed as an enemy of Islam. In early 1944 Ghazavat printed a series of articles on clashes between Anglo-American troops and the local Muslim population in French Morocco. In February the paper reported on riots that left twenty-four Muslims killed by “Senegal Negroes” of the Anglo-American army.109 In the following months Ghazavat gave a more vivid picture of the massacre that took place in a mosque in Morocco—described as a “blood bath among the believers.”110 Although exaggerated by German propaganda, such clashes did indeed occur in wartime North Africa.

Among the Western Allies, however, it was Great Britain in particular that was portrayed as the oppressor of Muslims. Just before the beginning of the hajj in 1943, Ghazavat drew on a classic theme of anti-British Islam propaganda, headlining “The English prohibit travel to Mecca.”111 The following year, the paper wrote about discontent among Arab recruits in the British army, asserting that “the Muslims do not want to bleed for England.”112 Whereas the Soviets were portrayed as antireligious and as dishonest exploiters of religious sentiment, the British were blamed for fomenting religious conflict in India. In late 1944 Svoboda contrasted the Indian Legion of the Wehrmacht, which united Muslims, Sikhs, and Hindus, with the British policy of divide and rule.113 Around the same time, Idel-Ural, too, agitated against the British “exploitation of religious tensions” in India.114 “The Muslims Have No Trust in England,” Ghazavat titled an article on India’s Muslims, and Azerbaijan republished an article that had appeared in the Völkische Beobachter with an appeal to the Muslims of India to resist British rule.115 Both Ghazavat and Idel-Ural also exploited British failures during the pan-Arabian congress that took place in Cairo in the summer of 1943. Ghazavat told its readers that the spectacle was a “power struggle waged on the back of the Islamic states,” remarking that one of the most influential leaders of the “Islamic world,” Ibn Saud, had refused to take part and was followed by Yemen’s leader, Imam Yahya.116 “Behind the scenes of the congress,” the paper wrote, “stand the advocates of English interests,” eager for power, “on the back of Islam.” An article in the following issue of the paper denounced the “English efforts” to foster Muslim unity “under English-Jewish influence,” an attempt that had even been criticized by al-Maraghi.117

Finally, the papers carried anti-Jewish propaganda. One of the most vicious anti-Jewish texts was printed by Idel-Ural. In the article series “The Jews: The Worst Enemies of the Muslims,” anti-Jewish hatred was connected to the Qur’an and to the life of the Prophet.118 In Muslim parts of the Soviet Union, readers were told, the Bolsheviks had deliberately given power to Jews so that they could rule over Muslims. Images of Jews as enemies of Islam were often combined with calls for Islamic solidarity with the Palestinians and denouncements of alleged British and US support of Zionism. In the summer of 1943, for instance, Ghazavat reported on Anglo-American plans to found a Jewish state in the Near East.119 “The Arabs and the entire Muslim population are rising up against these intentions. Everywhere unrest is flaring up.” A month later, the paper wrote about clashes between Muslims and Jews during the 1943 Ramadan celebrations, combining anti-Jewish agitation with an Islamic theme.120 Indeed, reports about riots in Palestine, allegedly supported by London and Washington, were frequent, often exaggerated, and portrayed as part of a global conflict that involved the whole of the Muslim world.121 Idel-Ural wrote about protests for Palestine organized by the Muslims in Berlin.122 Ghazavat quoted Ibn Saud, saying that Palestine had never been a “Jewish home” but always the home of Muslims.123 The agitations of Amin al-Husayni were also printed in detail. Ghazavat reported, for instance, on Berlin congress against the Balfour Declaration and the mufti’s speech on the occasion.124 The event had turned into an “enormous demonstration of numerous representatives of the Islamic world against the British-American-Jewish politics of suppression and exploitation of the Islamic countries,” readers were told. Idel-Ural also reported on supportive announcements from representatives of Muslim countries during the congress, which was, in the words of the paper, a “demonstration of Islamic solidarity.”125

This idea of global solidarity among Muslims was a recurring trope. Imagining the umma, authors regularly informed their readers about the wider Muslim world. Instead of focusing on the soldiers’ place of origin, the papers reported on the al-Azhar mosque in Cairo or Ibn Saud in Saudi Arabia. Implying pan-Islamic mobilization in support of Germany, texts moreover dealt with the Arab units of the Wehrmacht or Muslim volunteers from the Balkans. They presented Germany as the protector of Islam not just in the Eastern territories but also in Muslim villages in the Balkans. They attacked Soviet Islam propaganda in the Middle East, British confessional policies in India, an alleged British ban on the hajj, and an Anglo-American massacre in a mosque in Morocco. They told their Eastern Turkic readers about the pan-Arab congress in Cairo and Yemenite and Saudi reactions to it and about Jewish migration to Palestine. In one article, Azerbaijan described how a Tatar legionnaire, strolling through the streets of German-occupied Paris, had stumbled upon the Grande Mosquée de Paris. Under the umbrella of Islamic solidarity and Axis protection, he was warmly welcomed by the Muslims there, “Indians, Persians, and Arabs.”126 The notion of Weltislam was omnipresent. The soldiers, Azerbaijan insinuated, were taking part in a global, pan-Islamic struggle. Furthermore, German propaganda made use of historical narratives and various forms of religious commemoration, most importantly by remembering figures like Imam Shamil.

Ultimately, articles were not only religious in content, but also in style. Those written by field imams and other religious figures in particular feature a distinct religious rhetoric, using expressions such as “in the name of Allah,” “holy war,” and “Allah is with us.” As in the case of Nazi propaganda for the Middle East, the Balkans, and the Eastern territories, this language was not used to preach religious war in a narrow sense, with the intention of stirring up interreligious violence, but to promote holy war against profane ideologies and powers such as Communism or British imperialism.

In addition to proclamations and reports, German propaganda sometimes took the form of songs, such as the “Song of Imam Qasim Magama,” printed by Ghazavat in the spring of 1944.127 Even more popular was poetry written by volunteers. Ghazavat published poems such as “The Fast of the Bairam Feast,”128 “The Mosque,”129 “The Holy War Calls You,”130 and “Ghazavat.”131 Idel-Ural printed the poems “Our Holy War,”132 “The Mosque of Chan,”133 and, on the occasion of Ramadan in 1943, “Solemn Evening.”134 Indeed, it was proclamations, songs, and poems that could most easily draw on religious sentiments and emotions. Finally, illustrations, especially photographs, played an important role. Ghazavat, Idel-Ural, and Azerbaijan all printed images of sacred places and global centers of Islam, photographs of al-Azhar (“The Spiritual Center of the Muslim”), Medina (“There lies the Tomb of the Prophet”), and Mecca (“The Holy City of Mecca”).135 The editor of Idel-Ural, Kiam Gliev, had a good sense for the propagandistic value of images of sacred places, printing depictions of famous mosques of the Eastern territories.136 Gliev’s colleague, Abdurrahman Avtorkhanov, a former Soviet journalist and now editor of Ghazavat, made similarly substantial use of pictures.137 Ghazavat illustrated its articles on the tradition of religious resistance in the Caucasus with portraits of Imam Shamil.138 Most prominent, however, were images that showed the religious practices of Muslim volunteers, portraying Germany as the protector of Islam. Ghazavat printed a photograph of a field imam speaking to his troops.139 Azerbaijan published an image of “Chief Mullah Pashazade” at a military cemetery.140 Idel-Ural printed pictures of the legionnaire in the Paris Mosque as well as of the ornately decorated hall of the Islamic school in Dresden.141 Visual propaganda had the advantage that all soldiers, literate or not, could be addressed. Indeed, taking into account the high rates of illiteracy among the legionnaires, articles from the papers were frequently read aloud in the units. In the last months of the war, even the SS used the Wehrmacht’s legion papers at the mullah school in Dresden.142 Overall, the impact of the publications should not be underestimated. Ralph von Heygendorff was convinced that Ghazavat played a central role in the lives of the legionnaires.143





Discrimination and the Limits of Devotion

In the eyes of German officers, efforts to use Islam seemed destined to succeed in maintaining discipline and strengthening military morale. Yet, their work in the units encountered numerous obstacles, most importantly the potential lack of receptiveness of religious policies and propaganda and, more generally, religious beliefs, and the effects of discrimination, religious and racial, in the Wehrmacht and the SS.

Reports about the Muslims’ piety were ambiguous. Religious policies in the units continued throughout the war, which suggests that the Germans had not found them a complete failure. After the war, Köstring and others emphasized that, compared to Christian Orthodox volunteers, the Muslims had been notably more religious.144 Indeed, a number of reports from the field suggest that German efforts to employ Islam were not falling on deaf ears. Shortly after recruitment began in early 1942, a Wehrmacht instruction sheet insisted that the soldiers had joined the German ranks to seek both the “liberation of their home country from Bolshevism” and the “freedom of their faith.”145 This assessment may have derived from actual experience. A 1943 report on morale in a Muslim battalion explained that “the Mohammedan religion, as well as good rations,” was an “essential pillar” of military morale and discipline.146 From the Caucasus, Theodor Oberländer wrote to his wife about the enthusiastic reaction he had received from his Muslim soldiers when he had promised, in a public address to his unit, “complete religious freedom under German protection.”147 A newly recruited volunteer from the Caucasus, the forty-two-year-old Isa Musaiev, not only told his German interrogators that Bolshevism had erected a system of repression and economic exploitation but also complained that the “mosques were taken and used as storehouses, barns, and garages.”148 That this was more than empty rhetoric designed to pander to the Germans’ expectations becomes clear from the field mail sent home by Muslim volunteers.

Letters written by Crimean Tatars in the months after their employment by the 11th Army reveal a striking intensity of religious sentiment.149 Werner Otto von Hentig, who monitored some of these letters in spring 1942, stressed that they gave clear evidence not only of the Muslims’ “deep gratitude” and “willingness to fight and work” but also of their “deeply rooted religiosity.”150 “Allah and Adolf Effendi,” Hentig reported, were “inseparable terms” in the letters.151 The soldier Majid Habilov, for instance, wrote to his family: “Thank Allah and Adolf Effendi! We are well! If Allah protects us, we will endure not one year, but ten years, of war.” His comrade Ibrahim Said wished that: “Allah and Adolf Effendi may give the German army strength, so that we are victorious.” Reading the letters, Hentig also noted that many referred to prayers for Hitler.152 “We pray to Allah day and night for the health of Adolf Effendi,” asserted one soldier. Another told his family that he had attended a communal prayer in a mosque together with 120 of his comrades and officers, rejoicing: “From now on, we can go to the mosque together for every jumu‘a.” “Every Friday,” the recruit Vasim Kurtamelov wrote, “we go to the mosque to perform our prayers,” explaining: “I fight for the liberation of the Tatars and of the religion of Islam from the Bolshevist yoke.” Numerous letters give a clear indication of a profound, religiously charged hatred for Moscow. “For 20 years we were prisoners of these godless Soviets, were starving and working day and night,” the recruit Mambet Aliev declared. “God, the Almighty, will give us the strength to destroy the godless enemy quickly.” In a more bitter tone, another volunteer exclaimed: “Thank Allah, now we will soon be liberated from the criminal Bolsheviks, whom we will chase out of our country like filthy dogs.” The Muslim soldier Ibrahim Baqirov reassured a friend who also fought in a German unit: “Allah will protect us and the brave German soldiers, so that we will eradicate the accursed once and for all,” while his comrade Rustam Asanov explained to his father: “I went to join the defense against the godless and to fight for their complete annihilation. May Allah help us to exterminate them. We will show these godless Communists whether God exists or not.” The imminence of death shines through the lines of almost all of the letters. Explicitly referring to the prospect of martyrdom, the volunteer Bashid Cheldov wrote to his friend that “if I fall, so I will have fallen for Muhammad.” Some of the letters monitored by the Germans reflect feelings of concern and discontent, most notably with respect to poor food provisions and retaliatory attacks by partisans against Muslim villages. “The freedom of the people means death for us. Now our luck is not worth much anymore,” wrote one soldier. Most letters, though, show the high hopes the Crimean Tatar recruits had in the summer of 1942. Similarly, the mail the soldiers received from their friends and families was mostly optimistic. From a Tatar village, a Muslim woman wrote to the front that their lives had improved under German rule, wishing: “May Allah give you and the German army with the Führer Adolf Hitler health and success.” “The mosque has been reopened and everybody goes to prayer,” Majid Ablamit wrote to illustrate the perceived improvement of life in Muslim villages and quarters. In the end, the military situation had a considerable impact on the general tenor of the letters. Following the fall of Kerch in spring 1942, Hasan Ahmedov wrote home full of jubilation: “We have conquered Kerch and shattered the Red Russian Army, so that it can never recover,” explaining the victory with reference to Islam: “The word of the victor is with us because we storm in the name of Allah, therefore victory is also with us. Allah has also given Adolf Effendi to us, therefore we will always remain winners.” Enthused, Hentig reported that “Kerch has given them back self-confidence, has filled them with pride, so that they, with deep religious devotion, attach faith and reliance to the banner of the Führer.”153 The situation on the Sevastopol front was similar. An officer who monitored letters sent by the Muslim recruits who fought to bring down the fortress in the summer of 1942 reported that there was “no control day” which would disprove the men’s “deep gratitude to the Führer.” And he, too, noted the Muslims’ considerable religiosity.154 One legionnaire wrote from Sevastopol: “I do not know how I can thank the Führer of the German people and army, Adolf Hitler.” His comrade, in a letter to his mother, reveled in the new freedom of religion. “Allah may therefore strengthen us, soon to be able to smash these atheists and satans.” The Tatar Ahmed Ibrahimov sent home a photograph of Hitler. Shevket Kermov praised “our liberator Adolf Hitler” and his army. The Muslim Yahya Umarov wrote to his brother, who was also fighting in the Wehrmacht: “May Allah give you energy and a victory before Sevastopol.” The soldier Baqir Osman wished that the “great Allah may give us and our friends a rapid victory over our enemies.” German officers reading these letters were content, summarizing: “Thanks to the considerate support of their superiors and the friendly attitude of their comrades, all Tatar letters attest to physical and emotional well-being.” Yet these Crimean field letters must be read with caution. There was certainly a degree of self-censorship among the Tatar soldiers who were used to police-state surveillance. Moreover, only a few field letters from Muslims have survived the war. Those discussed here were exclusively written by Crimean Tatar recruits during a period of military success. It is therefore impossible to make a balanced assessment of the soldiers’ piety on the basis of these letters, let alone to extrapolate from these attitudes to those of all Muslims fighting in the German armies. Nevertheless, they do show that religion, at least for some of the Muslim recruits, played a significant role beyond empty everyday rhetoric.

In the case of the Eastern Muslim units of the SS, Harun al-Rashid also gave a positive assessment of the soldiers’ piety. In one of his first reports to Berger, al-Rashid wrote that he had arrived at the Muslim regiment expecting that the Muslims, “as a consequence of Bolshevist antireligious propaganda,” would by no means be “convinced Mohammedans” any longer.155 However, to his “delight,” he had discovered that the opposite was true. The “Mohammedan idea” was strong and served as a good instrument “to powerfully exploit East Turkdom for German interests.”156 Antireligious ideas were promoted only by the East Ministry’s nationalist exiles around Veli Kajum. Some recruits did indeed draw on their piety when communicating with al-Rashid. Strong piety came to the fore, for instance, in a letter written by a volunteer in the Eastern Turkic SS Corps to al-Rashid, bemoaning Soviet “atrocities and abolition of faith.”157 The letter echoed German propaganda, arguing that the Muslims of the Soviet Union had always been aware that Germany was a “friend of the Muslims.” “You are Muslim like us. For us, you are not only commander but also father, in whom we have confidence with full heart,” the soldier wrote. Similarly, a spokesman of the Azerbaijanis, who wrote to al-Rashid as a “brother in our holy faith,” stressed his and his comrades’ strong piety and emphasized, repeating German slogans, the ideals Islam and Nazism supposedly shared: “While the German people began their fight against Judaism in 1933, the Muslims were already against them 1,363 years ago.” He added: “This is only one of many facts that connect us to the German people.”158 Al-Rashid, however, soon realized that the overall picture was more complex. A few months later he felt confident enough to classify different degrees of religiosity, which were in his eyes related to ethnicity and origin. The Turkestanis, “considerably influenced by the mullahs and especially by the chief mullah as well as by the German staff,” had proven themselves to be pious and loyal soldiers. His assessment of the Azerbaijanis was similar. Only the Volga Tatars, he reported, were unreliable, and he did not yet have the confidence to assess the “Mohammedan-religious side” of the Crimean Tatars. “The general Islamic bond can yield good results among the Turkestanis, the Azerbaijanis, and, according to my impressions, also the Crimean Tatars, while I do not expect any success in this respect for a considerable part of the Volga Ural Tatars,” he stated.159 This view of the Volga Tatars was confirmed in a letter sent to the Islamic Central Institute in Berlin by a Muslim solider from the Idel-Ural Legion:


Until 1918 we were all religious and avouched our Islamic faith, but, as we have been under Soviet rule for 25 years, many of us are now godless. At the moment, we stand in the ranks of the German Wehrmacht. We would like to become religious again, which is also in the interests of our military leaders. Among us are many who know how to conduct prayers, but there is nobody who offers them with full authority because he does not know the theoretical tenets of the Islamic religion. My appeal is for someone to help us and to teach us the theoretical tenets of our religion and help us to enter deeper into the nature of the Islamic religion, especially those who are still aloof. We can write and speak Tatar and Russian. Arabic we can only read. From my standpoint, Islam would have to become an organizing power for our people and our nation.160

In its attempts to boycott the pan-Islamic line of the SS, the East Ministry did not miss the opportunity to exploit the Volga Tatars’ apparent lack of religiosity. As late as early 1945, the head of the East Ministry’s Tatar section, Count Leon Stamati, argued that only 20 to 30 percent of the Volga Tatars were religious: “The youths, especially the most active and intelligent, think little of religion.”161 The imams represented the past. The national identity was far more important than the religious. Also, “religious fanaticism” would not “suit” the Tatars, whom he characterized as a “somber peasant people,” stressing that “pan-Islamism would not find the least resonance” with them. This assessment was exaggerated and part of the East Ministry’s attempts to stop the SS’s Islamic mobilization campaign in the last months of the war. In his report opposing the Islamic revolutionary policy of the SS in the Soviet Union, Mende had already alluded to the lack of religiosity among Eastern Muslims.162 Furthermore, though Wehrmacht and SS reports gave a generally more positive assessment of their Muslim soldiers’ religiosity, some Wehrmacht reports suggested that Muslims from the Soviet Union at times appeared less religious than the army command would have liked. Thus, although in July 1943 Heygendorff noted that the “reawakening of religion” was “considered by the legionnaires generally with gratitude,” he remarked a few months later: “The religious life of the legionnaires demands special support as participation is very low. If attendance at a sermon were completely optional, only a few legionnaires would attend.”163 Similarly, the commander of the Azerbaijani Legion reported that “not very many of the younger age groups attend the religious instruction classes.”164 Those who did would often be discriminated against by their comrades with the derogatory nickname “mullahs.” The commander also advised dealing cautiously with religious questions, as German soldiers who engaged in religious discussions about Islam would be asked such questions as “Why are you not a Muslim then?” Indeed, Germans lacked authenticity when launching Islamic propaganda in the units. Richard Hartmann, Olzscha’s Islam expert, warned that former Red Army soldiers who had been “well trained” by the Soviets would “quickly see through this theater.”165 At the SS these warnings fell on deaf ears. Only after the war did Olzscha acknowledge that his policies were based on the “erroneous assumption” that all soldiers were “devout Mohammedans.”166

In the Balkans, assessments of the Muslim soldiers’ religiosity varied as well. While Himmler and Berger repeatedly showed themselves convinced of the piety of Handžar’s soldiers, reports from the field were mixed. There were signs indicating that the attendance at prayers by the Muslims of Handžar was not very high.167 In April 1944, Karl-Gustav Sauberzweig reported from Bosnia that his men were “only too happy” to adopt “National Socialist teachings.”168 In many respects, National Socialism was proving stronger than Islam, he remarked, although hurriedly adding that religion still remained the core element of troop support: “We, however, want to preserve the foundation of Islam in our people, and I take care of that.” This patronizing attitude could also easily turn into discrimination. Indeed, the biggest obstacle to the success of Germany’s Islam policies and propaganda in the units, and indeed the whole military project, was discrimination.

From the outset, the recruitment of Muslims raised concerns in Berlin about racial and religious discrimination. On 6 August 1943, Himmler explicitly urged the German SS officers of Handžar to be tolerant toward their Muslim comrades.169 “They have followed the call of the Islamic leadership and emerged through hatred of the common Jewish-English-Bolshevist enemy and through adoration of and loyalty to the universally admired Führer, Adolf Hitler,” he declared. The Germans were therefore obliged to show them every kind of respect: “I do not want that, because of foolishness or narrow-minded bigotry, even just by one individual, a number rising to tens of thousands of brave volunteers and their families becomes discontented with and concerned about the rights that they have been granted.” Also, the “joking and teasing common among comrades” was strictly forbidden around Muslim volunteers. “There is to be no discussion, and certainly not in the circle of comrades, about the special privileges granted to the Mohammedans.”170 Himmler’s concerns were shared by the Wehrmacht leadership. After the war, Heygendorff stressed that he had always expected tactful behavior on the part of his officers toward Islam and the Muslims.171 He had advised them not to be too curious, not to drink alcohol in the presence of Muslims, and not to indulge in rough talk about women. Heygendorff’s statement was not just part of his postwar apologia. He had indeed given these kinds of orders during the war.172 In a directive dated 22 March 1944 he exhorted the Germans in the legions to have “respect for the religious feelings of the volunteers,” warning that any “mockery of unfamiliar religious performances,” or “contemptuous remarks” about religious questions, were strictly forbidden.173 Similar instructions had also been issued by Niedermayer’s headquarters.174 And in the summer of 1942, just after the units had been deployed, the Wehrmacht instructed the German personnel of the Muslim battalions “to respect and not to ridicule” the volunteers’ religious customs “even though they seem strange.”175 In the end, however, these repeated instructions and appeals may suggest that religious and racial discrimination was indeed a problem.

Despite all efforts to instruct the German personnel on the need to respect Islam, a number of sources draw a vivid picture of religious discrimination in the Muslim units. Disregarding the religious authority and dignity of the chief imam of his battalion, one adjutant forced the mullah to do repeated “lie-down-stand-ups” to discipline him for arriving late to a parade.176 A similar punishment was meted out to another imam by an army physician because the imam’s act of prayer caused him to arrive late for medical service. Another mullah, who passed out for a short time while being treated by a dentist, had his beard shorn despite the significant religious and symbolic meaning that facial hair traditionally had for the authority of his position. Heygendorff punished all these offenses and removed the German officers from the battalions, warning that such “hostility toward religious attitudes” led to bitterness among the good elements in the units and strengthened the bad. In the SS, similar incidents occurred. Harun al-Rashid, for instance, complained about the conduct of a German officer who had beaten Muslims, thrown stones at them, and called them “swine”—the “worst insult for a Mohammedan,” al-Rashid explained.177 From the Balkans, Sauberzweig reported to Berger that he had to invest “a great deal of energy” every day “in order to instill in the German commanders a sense of the mission and the value of the imams.”178 “If anyone supported the imams and drew parallels between Islam and National Socialism, it was always me,” he boasted.

In addition to insults of religious sentiments, racism, which had been promoted by the regime for a decade, became a problem in everyday interactions between volunteers and Germans. After the war, Mende remembered that the German staff in the Eastern Legions had often regarded the recruits from the Soviet Union as second-rate soldiers and had called them “blackamoors” (Mohren), “wogs” (Kanaken), and even “traitors” (Landesverräter).179 Other insults were “Hottentots” (Hottentotten), “savages” (Wilde), “bushmen” (Buschmänner), “Mongols” (Mongolen), “Bolsheviks” (Bolschewiken), “partisan reserve” (Partisanenersatz), and “booty comrades” (Beutekameraden).180 In Warsaw, Heygendorff was infuriated when he read the slogan “Poles, Jews, and Legionnaires, last wagon” daubed on a train car.181 Muslims from the Soviet Union abstained from taking their furlough in the Reich simply to avoid personal insults and harassment by Germans. Heygendorff wrote about a Caucasian lieutenant who returned early to his unit from a visit to his sister, who worked in Austria. When asked for the reason, he answered that they had been thrown off a tram in Vienna. An SS man had told the tram conductor that he would not enter the wagon until the “beasts” (Viehzeug) had left it.182 Indeed, these kinds of incidents became particularly significant in the final months of the war, when Muslim units of the Eastern Legions were employed in Western Europe and the Reich. “In the métro, the Parisians now gaze at Mongols in German uniforms,” noted Ernst Jünger, Germany’s notorious First World War veteran, in his diary in May 1944, recounting his experiences with Turkic legionnaires in France.183 Fascinated with the Islamic character of the units, he even described the emblem on their badges: “A mosque with two minarets and the circumscription ‘Biz Alla Bilen. Turkistan.’ ” Negative images of Muslims and the East lingered, however. Instructions and brochures distributed to German army personnel, designed to overcome existing stereotypes of the Asiatic subhuman (Untermensch), had little influence. German officers in the Balkans were often no less discriminatory in their attitudes to the Muslim recruits there. Bosnian Muslims who served in the Waffen-SS were sometimes derogatively called “Mujos” by their German comrades.184 The commander of Skanderbeg complained about “primitive Albania,” which had in his view remained “more Turkish” than Turkey itself, “beginning with the women’s headscarf.”185 The alleged “valor of the Albanian” was nothing more than a myth, he sneered. “With a light grenade launcher you can virtually chase him around the entire globe. In attack he goes only so far with you until he finds something to steal and plunder.” Ultimately, Berlin’s attempt to exempt Muslims, whether Arabs, Bosniaks, Albanians, Turks, or Tatars, from the regime’s conventional racism proved difficult to communicate to ordinary German soldiers in the field. Years of Nazi indoctrination and racist propaganda were not easily overcome.

Although the military command faced difficulties in controlling the everyday behavior of German soldiers, it proved easier to minimize the degree of institutionalized discrimination. In the early months of German recruitment, German officers stood higher in the military hierarchy than any legionnaire, no matter what his rank. Thus, German soldiers could only be disciplined by German superiors, not by non-German recruits, even if those recruits had a higher rank.186 This changed. Eventually German soldiers even had to salute the Muslim recruit first if he held a higher rank. Moreover, legionnaires were soon, from May 1943 on, paid the same as German soldiers in the Wehrmacht.187 Only one area seemed to be nonnegotiable, revealing the problems the regime still had when dealing with its foreign recruits: German authorities were most concerned to avoid any contact between Muslims from the Soviet Union and German women whom they met during their furlough in Germany. German women who became pregnant by Eastern volunteers were forced by the NSDAP Race Office to abort the child.188 Even Muslim contact with Russian or Ukrainian “Eastern women workers” (Ostarbeiterinnen) in the Reich was disapproved of, although these “Eastern marriages” (Ostehen) were eventually tolerated in order to avoid relationships with German women.189 These limitations derived from racial rather than religious motives. Despite some ideological pragmatism, race remained a firm obstacle in Germany’s religious policies toward Muslims.





Defeat

On all fronts, Muslim soldiers kept fighting until the end. Only in the chaos of the last months of the war, when all hopes for a German victory were shattered, did it become difficult to maintain morale and discipline in the units. Both the Wehrmacht and the SS had to deal with an ever-rising number of desertions. In the Balkans, Handžar unmistakably began to fall to pieces in autumn 1944.190 A number of Muslims deserted to fight in the green cadres.191 Soldiers left individually and in groups or simply did not return from furlough.192 Others engaged in acts of self-mutilation to enforce discharge.193 By the end of September, around 2,000 Muslims had deserted; on 17 October a further 140 recruits refused to fight the Soviets; and on 21 October, near Zagreb, nearly 600 men ran away.194 With a growing number of deserters, the SS was eventually compelled to demobilize the division. On 29 October 1944, Kasche reported that 2,000 men had been disarmed and moved to the west of Zagreb for labor service.195 A further 10,000 were to be disarmed in the coming days.196 In the end, Himmler gave the Muslim recruits the choice to either fight in SS and Ustaša units or to work in the labor service in the Reich.197 The performance of Skanderbeg also did not meet the expectations of the SS.198 As the military situation spun out of control, Albanian recruits deserted en masse, and the SS had to demobilize the division. Among the Muslim volunteers from the Soviet Union the number of desertions was lower.199 Some, however, as Germany crumbled, hastily tried to change sides. Julian Amery, one of the British liaison officers with the Albanian partisans, was much struck by the desertions from Turkestani Wehrmacht units, which had been employed in the Balkans: when defecting to the partisans, a group of the Muslim soldiers brought with them not only their weapons but also the ears of their German officers, wrapped in a large green handkerchief.200 In the Osttürkischer Waffenverband the only significant case of a mass desertion was the defection of Ghulam Alimov and his comrades to the Slovak partisans in late December 1944. The Azerbaijanis under Fatalibey immediately distanced themselves from Alimov and his men.201 In the end, the majority of the recruits from the Soviet Union showed more discipline than one might have expected given the hopelessness of the military situation. It was this hopelessness, in fact, that drove them to continue fighting. There was no going back. The Muslims in the German forces were well aware that defeat would mean retaliation and possibly death.

After the war was over, the fate of Germany’s Muslim soldiers was grim. In the Balkans, they faced Tito’s retribution.202 The religious leaders of the SS units were the first to be punished. Halim Malkoč, the last division imam of Handžar, was executed in 1948.203 The fate of his predecessor, Muhasilović, remains unclear. Imam Husein Džozo was sentenced to five years of imprisonment and forced labor and a five-year revocation of all political rights; he later adapted and became an influential functionary in Communist Yugoslavia.204

In the East, Moscow, having already deported the Muslims of the Caucasus and the Crimea, saw the collaboration of all those who had fought in German units as high treason. Muslim soldiers from the Soviet Union, now scattered in SS and Wehrmacht units across Western Europe, were not saved. At the Yalta Conference, the Big Three had agreed to repatriate all former Soviet citizens. Accordingly, the British and Americans disarmed all soldiers of the Eastern Legions and the Eastern Turkic SS Corps and detained them in special camps. Together with civilian refugees from the Caucasus and the Crimea who had followed the Wehrmacht, the Western Allies eventually turned legionnaires over to the Red Army.205 The extradition began in the summer of 1945. The Muslim soldiers of the 162nd Turk Division, for instance, which had been detained in a large camp near Modena, Italy, were handed over to the Soviets in Taranto. Some had been able to escape the poorly guarded camp.206 The extradition of the remainder was accompanied by dramatic scenes. Dozens jumped from moving trains. As they docked in Odessa, many others leaped from the deportation ships into the Black Sea; some committed suicide. One of the imams died in an act of self-immolation. In the Soviet Union many were massacred by Soviet cadres or deported to gulags. “All during 1945 and 1946 a big wave of genuine, at-long-last, enemies of the Soviet government flowed into the Archipelago,” Alexander Solzhenitsyn later recalled in The Gulag Archipelago.207 “These were the Vlasov men, the Krasnov Cossacks, and Moslems from the national units created under Hitler.” Protests by the Red Cross made no impression on British and US authorities. The international press also showed little interest. Working as a war correspondent on the continent at the time, George Orwell was one of the few to publicly criticize these deportations. “These facts, known to many journalists on the spot, went almost unmentioned in the British Press,” he noted in 1946, condemning the apparent public disinterest in the forced repatriations.208 Only when it became indisputable that the extraditions ended with executions and slave labor did the Allies abandon their repatriation policy. Those Muslims who had remained in the camps or had escaped were granted the status of “displaced persons,” and several thousand stayed in the West.




 



Conclusion


In the last months of the war, in the Berlin bunker, Hitler lamented that the Third Reich’s efforts to mobilize the Muslim world had not been strong enough.1 “All Islam vibrated at the news of our victories,” and Muslims had been “ready to rise in revolt,” he told Bormann.2 “Just think what we could have done to help them, even to incite them, as would have been both our duty and our interest!” Instead, Germany had too long respected Italian interests in the Muslim world, which had hindered, as Hitler put it, a “splendid policy with regard to Islam.” “For the Italians in these parts of the world are more bitterly hated, of course, than either the British or the French.” The German-Italian alliance had “created a feeling of malaise among our Islamic friends, who inevitably saw us as accomplices, willing or unwilling, of their oppressors,” he bemoaned. Unbound from Italy, Germany could have liberated the Muslims from Vichy and Italian rule in North Africa, which would then have found strong repercussions in Muslim lands under British rule. A movement could have been incited in North Africa that would have spilled over to the rest of the Muslim world. “Such a policy would have aroused the enthusiasm of the whole of Islam. It is a characteristic of the Moslem world, from the shores of the Atlantic to those of the Pacific, that what affects one, for good or for evil, affects all.”3 The German-Muslim alliance was, in fact, a recurring subject in the bunker during the final weeks of the regime.4 Some days earlier, when reflecting on his visions of a European New Order, Hitler had insisted that his New Europe would have engaged in “a bold policy of friendship toward Islam.”5 In Hitler’s view, Germany’s Islam policy had not gone far enough.

These pages have, for the first time, comprehensively examined Germany’s engagement with Islam during the Second World War. They have shown that Germany’s attempts to employ Islam in its war effort were extensive, influencing policies in places like Sarajevo, Nalchik, Simferopol, Tunis, and even provincial Swabia. Instrumentalizing Islam in their policies and propaganda, German officials attempted to give legitimacy and authority to their war, to pacify the rear areas, to mobilize Muslims to fight on the side of the Third Reich, and to foment Muslim disobedience and incite religious violence in the enemies’ hinterlands.

The first part of the book traced Germany’s political involvement with Islam back to its colonial policies before 1914 and, more importantly, to its campaign to mobilize Muslims during the First World War. It explored debates during the Second World War, when, as the war reached Muslim lands in 1941, policy makers in Berlin again became interested in Islam. While diplomats in the Foreign Office were the first to discuss the employment of Islam, engaging in propaganda and employing Muslim collaborators, officials in the Wehrmacht and, to a lesser extent, the East Ministry soon joined in as well. It was the SS, however, which eventually took the lead in Germany’s Islamic mobilization campaign, most importantly from 1943 on. In the end, almost all parts of the regime were involved.

The second part of the book addressed Germany’s policies toward Muslims in the war zones, both in the occupied territories and behind the front lines. It showed that Germany granted Muslims religious concessions in these areas and launched religiously charged propaganda. It also demonstrated that the Germans encountered very different political and religious landscapes in the diverse war zones and that they adapted their policies and propaganda toward Muslims accordingly. Overall, Germany’s religious policies and propaganda in the war zones had two functions—control and mobilization: they aimed to pacify and control the often unstable rear areas in a deteriorating war situation, and, at the same time, endeavored to instigate religious violence behind the enemy’s front lines.

The third part addressed the recruitment and care of hundreds of thousands of Muslim soldiers by the Wehrmacht and the SS from 1941 on and examined the role that Islam played in the recruitment, treatment, and propagandistic indoctrination of these soldiers. The extent and intensity of this Muslim mobilization campaign can hardly be overestimated. From late 1943, the SS in particular focused on rallying Muslims and eventually went as far as to mobilize, or “activate,” as it was put, all Muslims within its grasp, from East Africa to Bulgaria, though these plans were curtailed in the chaos of the final months of the war. Germany’s religious policies and propaganda were intended to maintain military discipline in the Muslim units and enhance fighting morale. As with the policy in the war zones, here, too, control and mobilization were the main objectives.

German efforts to utilize Islam were remarkably consistent even when considered from a transregional perspective. Despite the chaos of the war and the often overlapping competencies of competing branches of the regime, German officials—from the traditional diplomat of the Foreign Office to the intellectual bureaucrat of the East Ministry to the ideological technocrat of the SS Head Office—routinely referred to the same notions of Islam and its role during the war. Overall, Muslims were not seen as threats or enemies but as powerful allies. In the war zones, German officials alluded to the general political significance of Islam when dealing with Muslims. The idea of Islamic unity, of Weltislam or Weltmuselmanentum, was omnipresent.

The reasons for Germany’s efforts to promote an alliance with the Muslim world were closely connected to the course of the war, which reached Muslim territories in 1941–1942 and brought about a shift of German policy toward short-term planning and the mobilization of all available resources. Islam was, in this context, seen as a political force that could be employed against the Allies. Ideological considerations played only a marginal role. Although some Nazi ideologues, regime officials, and even members of the Nazi elite shared a positive ideological view of Islam, it was the military situation that led to Germany’s campaign for Islamic mobilization.

Overall, these attempts failed. In North Africa and the Middle East, the reception was mixed. In areas like the Balkans or the Eastern territories, where Muslims often lived under terrible conditions, German courtship of Islam initially sparked some hope. In the end, many thousands of Muslims from these areas fought in the German armies. Religious policies and propaganda certainly sent the right messages. Still, it remains open to question whether religious policies and propaganda were the major reasons for this; in many cases other motivations were stronger. Ultimately, German propaganda failed to incite significant uprisings behind the front lines. Germany’s policies in the Muslim world were less successful than officials in Berlin had hoped. They had been launched far too late and clashed too often with the violent realities of the war. Most importantly, they were founded upon too many misconceptions about Muslims and Islam.

A major obstacle to German efforts to employ Islam in its policies aimed at Muslims, be they under German rule, behind the front lines, or in German military units, was their lack of authenticity. It was all too obvious that the Germans wanted to instrumentalize Muslims for their interests and war necessities rather than for a truly religious cause. Berlin tried to solve the problem of authenticity by employing Muslim intermediaries, among them the numerous imams who worked in German units and major religious figures such as Amin al-Husayni, Jakub Szynkiewicz, and Muhamed Pandža. Trustworthy Muslim collaborators were to back the regime’s directives and propaganda with their religious authority, while at the same time symbolizing German paternal care for Islam. The German authorities created Islamic hierarchies to administer and discipline Muslims in their military units as well as in the Muslim-populated regions of the occupied borderlands of the Soviet Union. But in other areas as well, they took care to involve the ‘ulama. Yet, despite the use of intermediaries, Germany’s claims that it protected the faithful lacked authenticity; often the practical, military motives were hard to hide. Another problem was that the Islamic world did not form a unified block. In seeing Muslims as a collective mass that could be manipulated if treated properly, German officials underestimated the religious, ethnic, linguistic, social, and political complexities and heterogeneities of the Muslim world. Put simply, the significance of pan-Islamic unity was overestimated. Islam was not organized according to hierarchical or ecclesiastical structures or led by a centralized authority that spoke for the faithful. Moreover, there was the question of religiosity. German efforts to employ Islam were based on the assumption that Muslims would follow a call to arms if it were legitimized by religion. To be sure, although Muslims’ devotion to their faith had its limits, it should not be underestimated. Across the Balkans, the Eastern territories, North Africa, the Middle East, and beyond, religion played an important role in people’s lives. Conflicts in the Balkans were often religiously charged. Resistance to Moscow frequently had a religious character. Since the nineteenth century, pan-Islamist and Islamic anti-imperialism had emerged across North Africa and the Middle East and experienced a revival after the First World War. On the other hand, one must ask whether other loyalties proved stronger than strictly religious ties. Tribal, ethnic, and national bonds mattered. After all, all Muslim populations between North Africa and Central Asia had strong national aspirations, which Berlin failed to recognize. And finally, Germany faced competition from all of the Allied powers in its courtship of Muslims and Islam. London and even Moscow could draw on age-old loyalties among their Muslim subjects. After all, hundreds of thousands of Muslims were fighting in the Red Army, the British forces, and the ranks of the Free French Forces.

The question of the wider appeal that this religious policy and propaganda had on Muslims across the world cannot be answered conclusively here, as the reception of German policies by Muslims has not been the focus of this study. A comprehensive examination of the reception of German policies and propaganda throughout the Muslim world is not feasible within the confines of a single book but must be undertaken through individual local, regional, and country studies in the future.6

Certainly the Germans found willing helpers among Islamic leaders such as Mufti Jakub Szynkiewicz in Vilnius, Imam Shakir Eriss in Riga, Mullah Alimseit Jamilov in Simferopol, Muhamed Pandža in Sarajevo, and the Berlin clerics Alimjan Idris, Taqi al-Din al-Hilali, and Amin al-Husayni. Yet this book has shown that the story was often much more complicated and that generalizations about the role of Muslims who became embroiled in Germany’s war are almost impossible to make. Often it is not a clear-cut story of victims and perpetrators. Muslims could fall into either group or both. Some collaborated with military and occupation authorities. Thousands of Muslims fought in Hitler’s armies and became involved in gruesome atrocities and massacres. Thousands fought against the German regime. In the war zones, the lines between Muslims and the victims of the Nazi policy of racial extermination could be thin—as seen in the cases of the Karaites and Krymchaks in the Crimea, the Judeo-Tats in the Caucasus, the Muslim Roma in the Balkans and Eastern territories, and Jewish converts to Islam—here, being Muslim or not could mean life or death. In the end, the Second World War and its immediate aftermath cost the lives of many thousands of Muslims.

Most of the key architects of Germany’s policies toward Islam survived the war unharmed. Aged eighty-six, Max von Oppenheim died in 1946 in South Germany. In the final months of the war he had left Berlin for Dresden (here he had observed the founding of the SS mullah school though without getting involved) and later fled to Landshut.7 His protégés, who had been so instrumental in Germany’s policy toward Islam in the Second World War, mostly carried on. Fritz Grobba was arrested by the Soviets, spent ten years in prison, and afterward retired in West Germany. Otto Werner von Hentig remained at the Foreign Office and after his retirement worked as an advisor for the Saudi state. Curt Prüfer retired in Switzerland. Ernst Woermann was put on trial in Nuremberg, sentenced to five years in prison, and did not return to the Foreign Office. Oskar von Niedermayer’s fate was bleaker. Having been imprisoned in 1944 after making some critical remarks about the regime, he survived the war but in 1945 was arrested by the Soviet authorities, sentenced to twenty-five years in prison, and eventually died in a prison near Moscow in 1948. The elderly Ernst-August Köstring was captured, interned as a US prisoner of war, and released in 1947. Otto Bräutigam, too, was held briefly in US custody but was soon set free and pursued a career in the German Foreign Office. Gerhard von Mende became head of the government-sponsored agency that dealt with non-German collaborators who had escaped repatriation; he also worked as director of a research institute of the Federal Ministry for Expellees, which was headed by none other than Theodor Oberländer, commander of one of the first Muslim Wehrmacht units. In contrast, the leading SS officials who had been involved in the campaign did not take up major postwar careers. Gottlob Berger was tried in Nuremberg and sentenced to twenty-five years in prison, though he was released in 1951 and took up work in German industry, keeping a casual interest in the Islamic world and visiting the Middle East in the 1950s. Reiner Olzscha was arrested by the Americans, then freed, but on returning to his family in the Soviet sector he was captured and brought to the Soviet Union, where he was executed in 1947. The aged Harun al-Rashid escaped imprisonment and worked as an author in West Germany. Karl-Gustav Sauberzweig was captured by the British and killed himself with cyanide in 1946 to avoid extradition to Yugoslavia.

The major Muslim collaborators escaped. As Germany sank into chaos in the final weeks of the war and Hitler lamented about Islam in his bunker, al-Husayni packed his suitcases.8 Together with Werner Otto von Hentig, who had been ordered to bring him south, he went to Bad Gastein, where the two men parted.9 On 7 May 1945, just hours before the capitulation, an unmarked Siebel Si 204 plane brought al-Husayni to an airport near Bern. Anxious to avoid trouble, the Swiss quickly handed him over to the French, who brought him to St.-Maur, near Paris, where he was provided with a villa.10 In Paris, al-Husayni was warmly received by Si Kaddour Benghabrit, who on the occasion of the 1945 ‘Id al-Fitr hosted a grand dinner in honor of the mufti, attended by numerous Muslim diplomats.11 The Allies received many petitions from across the Islamic world requesting al-Husayni’s return to the Middle East—one of them came from Hasan al-Banna, who wrote to Miles Lampson on the matter.12 Concerned that trying him as a war criminal would provoke Muslim uprisings, the Allies finally let him go. On 28 May 1946, a plane flew him from Paris to Cairo, where he was enthusiastically welcomed by some of his followers. Once back in the Middle East, al-Husayni supported efforts to bring some of the Muslim soldiers from the Soviet Union who had served in German ranks and escaped the forced repatriations to Middle Eastern countries.13 Some did indeed settle in the Middle East. Even years after the war, the mufti marveled at Germany’s former Muslim recruits, in his memoirs praising the “Arab, Bosnian, Azerbaijani, and other soldiers in the lands of the Axis” who had been “ready to combat the colonial states.”14 He also claimed that many of these recruits from the Eastern territories had “burned with zeal for jihad in the holy lands of Palestine,” just like the soldiers from the Balkans had “longed for the jihad in Palestine.”15 In fact, some former Handžar soldiers fought in the 1948 war and were remembered in the mufti’s memoirs as “martyrs” and “wounded heroes.”16 In 1947 Simon Wiesenthal and Maurice Pearlman published books revealing details of al-Husayni’s Nazi collaboration.17 In the Middle East the mufti never again rose to his prewar eminence; not only was he discredited because of his wartime activities but, more importantly, because he represented the past. In Germany, however, some still valued him as a partner. The December 1951 issue of Zeitschrift für Geopolitik published an interview with al-Husayni on German-Arab relations.18 The Foreign Office also kept in contact with him. In the early 1950s it was none other than Hentig, then back in the diplomatic service, who again sought cooperation with the mufti.19

Among those who escaped was also Mufti Jakub Szynkiewicz of Vilnius, who had moved to Naumburg after the evacuation of the SS mullah school and eventually managed to leave for Cairo.20 Alimjan Idris, who saw the end of the war in Bavaria, stayed in Munich.21 Hitler had brought more Muslims to Germany than had ever lived there before, and some stayed on after the war. Many of the Muslim soldiers and refugees from the Soviet Union who escaped repatriation were interned in camps for foreign nationals in Limburg or in Mittenwald in South Germany. In Munich, these Muslims eventually formed the first Islamic community of postwar Germany.22 It was, in fact, led by old wartime comrades around Alimjan Idris. In 1953 some of the Munich Muslims founded the first Islamic organization of the Federal Republic, the so-called Islamic Religious Society (Religiose Gemeinschaft Islam) led by Ibrahim Gacaoglu, an ex-Wehrmacht imam. It was soon followed by the rival Ecclesiastical Administration of Muslim Refugees in the German Federal Republic (Geistliche Verwaltung der Muslimflüchtlinge in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland), headed by the former chief imam of the Eastern Muslim SS Division, Nurredin Namangani. Considered politically important, these groups received strong official support—while Namangani was funded by the West German state and supported by Mende’s institute and Oberländer’s refugee ministry, Gacaoglu’s group was on the US payroll.

Indeed, US officials became increasingly interested in the Muslim veterans.23 As in the early Cold War, Washington began to see Moscow’s Muslim population as instruments to destabilize the Soviet Union, Germany’s former Muslim helpers seemed to be ideal partners. Some of them were soon employed by US intelligence services, and many later worked for Radio Liberty in Munich, where they once again became involved in Islamic propaganda directed against Moscow. The Muslim employees of the US services included Said Shamil, Edige Kirimal, Abdul Fatalibey, who was eventually murdered by the KGB in a Munich apartment, and many others who had served the Germans in the war years.24 Some were sent abroad on intelligence and propaganda missions. During the 1954 hajj, for instance, two of Germany’s Muslim war veterans who were now in the service of Washington, Rusi Nasar and Hamid Rashid, were sent to Mecca, where they engaged in anti-Communist propaganda among Soviet and other pilgrims. A problem, however, US officials soon realized, was that all of these figures were tainted by their Nazi past and often lacked a proper religious education. US authorities therefore began to move away from them and to cooperate with more credible and more fundamentalist Muslims. The most prominent among them was the famous Said Ramadan, a disciple (and son-in-law) of al-Banna and leader of the Muslim Brotherhood in Western Europe, centered in Munich.

The US involvement with Germany’s Muslim war veterans was of course part of a more general Cold War strategy. As the Cold War developed, officials in Washington began to see the Muslim corridor between North Africa and East Asia as a “green belt against Communism.” During the Second World War, the legendary US intelligence officer Archibald Roosevelt Jr. had predicted: “In the postwar future, the Moslems as a whole will be a factor of increasing importance in world politics,” stressing: “In the event of future wars, the United States as the recognized friend of the Moslems might find invaluable support in these strategically important regions.”25 In the global Cold War, Islam was soon considered crucial in the fight against Communism. Following the Indian partition, US diplomats leaned away from India and toward Pakistan because they viewed an Islamic state as more determined in the fight against Communism.26 In the 1950s, the Eisenhower government made every effort to use Saudi Arabia as an explicitly religious counterweight to Nasser’s nonaligned, secular, pan-Arab regime in Egypt.27 Across the world, Washington began supporting Islamic political groups and propaganda. This engagement reached its peak in the 1980s with the support of the mujahidin against the Soviets in Afghanistan.28 Here Washington distributed not only weapons but also propaganda with the call for jihad. In early 1980, just weeks after the Soviet invasion, Carter’s National Security advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, personally exhorted Afghan mujahidin on the Afghan-Pakistani mountain border to confront the Soviet atheists: “That land over there is yours, you go back to it one day, because your fight will prevail and you have your homes and mosques back again. Because your cause is right and God is on your side.”29 Moscow had experienced Islam as its Achilles’ heel ever since the Bolshevik seizure of power and increasingly began to implement its own religious policies toward Muslims in the Caucasus, Central Asia, and beyond.30 Yet, in the end, the jihad supported by America in Afghanistan contributed considerably to the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc. For the United States, Islam remained an instrument of foreign policy and warfare also after the Cold War.31

Throughout the modern period, from the age of imperialism to the Cold War and beyond, Islam played a significant role in the policies and strategies of the non-Muslim great powers. Whenever non-Muslim powers became involved in Muslim areas, their strategists, officers and policy makers perceived Islam to be of considerable relevance to their policies. They not only considered “Islamic sensibilities” but sought actively to employ Islam, whether to control and pacify Muslims or to mobilize them against enemies. These policies reflected a range of conceptions that informed (non-Muslim) politicians and strategists, military officers and administrative personnel. Religious affiliation was often a significant category of classification. Islam was understood to be an organized religion that could be studied and understood. Muslim communities seemed to be governed by a coherent system of rules, values, norms, and conventions. Islam seemed to offer a comprehensible religious code that non-Muslim authorities could decode and exploit for political aims. Moreover, Islamic imperatives, which Muslims seemed to follow and which were perceived to be intelligible, appeared to provide an ideal framework to legitimize authority. In fact, religious policy seemed to be the only way to control and mobilize Muslims since, in the eyes of non-Muslim officials, the devout Muslim recognized only one legitimate authority, namely, Islam.

German attempts to make use of Islam during the Second World War can be seen as an episode in the longer historical story of the strategic employment of Islam by the (non-Muslim) great powers in the modern age. Compared to other campaigns for Islamic mobilization, Germany’s policy was both one of the shortest-lived and one of the most improvised. In geographic scope and intensity, however, it was one of the most vigorous attempts to politicize and instrumentalize Islam in modern history.
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NOTE ON SOURCES


This book is based on a wealth of archival sources, including policy papers and memoranda, military reports and manuals, propaganda pamphlets, broadcast monitoring records, speeches, field post letters and memoirs, Nuremberg interrogation transcripts, petitions, and numerous military orders. Given that it does not include a bibliography, readers may find it helpful to have a list of the archives consulted.

Most of the documents used in this work are stored in German archives, most importantly the German Federal Archives (Bundesarchiv), Berlin-Lichterfelde (BAB); the German Federal Archives (Bundesarchiv), Koblenz (BAK); the Political Archives of the German Foreign Office (Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts), Berlin (PA); the German Federal Military Archives (Bundesarchiv, Militärarchiv), Freiburg (BA–MA); and the Archives of the Federal Commissioner for the Stasi Documents (Bundesbeauftragter für die Stasi-Unterlagen), Berlin (BStU). Various smaller German archives were also consulted, including the German Broadcasting Archive (Deutsches Rundfunkarchiv), Frankfurt (DRA), and the Archive of the Institute of Contemporary History (Archiv des Instituts für Zeitgeschichte), Munich (IfZ); municipal archives, including the Berlin State Archive (Landesarchiv Berlin), Berlin (LArchB), and the Stuttgart General State Archive (Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart), Stuttgart (LArchBWSt); and private archives, including the Oppenheim Bank Archive (Hausarchiv Sal. Oppenheim), Cologne (OA), and the Family Archive Oberländer (Familienarchiv Oberländer), Bonn (FAO).

Moreover, the work draws on sources stored in various non-German archives, including the British National Archives, Kew (NA); the Archive of the Imperial War Museum, London (IWM); the United States National Archives, Maryland (USNA); the Archives of the Center for Advanced Holocaust Studies, Washington, D.C. (USHMA); the Vienna City and State Archive (Wiener Stadt-und Landesarchiv), Vienna (WstLArch); the Czech Central Military Archives (Vojenský Ústřední Archiv), Prague (VÚA); the National Archives of the Czech Republic, Prague (Národní Archiv České Republiky) (NAČR) (accessed through ZMO); the Russian State Military Archive (Rossiiskii Gosudarstvenni Voennyi Arkhiv), Moscow (RGVA) (accessed through USHMA); the Latvian State Historical Archive (Latvijas Valsts Vēstures Arhīvs), Riga (LVVA) (accessed through USHMA); the State Archives of the Crimea (Derzhavnyi Arkhiv v Avtonomnii Respublitsi Krym), Simferopol (DAARK); the Albanian Central State Archive (Arkivi Qendror Shtetëror), Tirana (AQSH); and the Iranian National Archives (Sazman-i Asnad-i Milli-yi Iran), Tehran (SAMI).

Finally, some of the primary documents used are stored in the archival collections of libraries, notably the German National Library (Deutsche Nationalbibliothek), Leipzig (DNB); the Berlin State Library (Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin), Berlin (SBB); the Library of the Center for Modern Oriental Studies (Zentrum Moderner Orient), Berlin (ZMO); the National and University Library of Zagreb (Nacionalna i Sveučilišna Knjižnica), Zagreb (NSK); and the Gazi Husrev Beg Library (Gazi Husrev-Begova Biblioteka), Sarajevo (GHB).

Newspapers consulted include the Völkischer Beobachter, Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, Frankfurter Zeitung, National-Zeitung, Illustrierter Beobachter, Deutsche Rundschau Leipzig, Berliner Illustrierte Nachtausgabe, Das 12 Uhr Blatt: Neue Berliner Zeitung, Westdeutsche Zeitung, Rheinisch-Westfälische Zeitung, Brünner Tagblatt, Brünner Abendblatt, Donau-Zeitung, Signal, Krakauer Zeitung, Deutsche Zeitung im Ostland, Wiener Illustrierte, Freie Innerschweiz, Daily Telegraph, New York Times, Christian Science Monitor, Le Temps, Le Petit Parisien, Le Petit Marseillais, La Gazette de Lausanne, La Bourse Egyptienne, Shanghai Times, and al-Manar.

Finally, this work draws on countless other published primary sources, contemporary books and articles, and memoirs. Memoirs, rich as they are, were by their nature written some time after the events and were usually influenced by their authors’ ambitions to give themselves a place in history, and, in some cases, to distance themselves from crimes committed during the war; they have therefore been treated with particular caution.

A similarly cautious approach was taken regarding the illustrations. Many of the photographs reprinted in the book were originally produced for propaganda purposes, and, for all the historical insights they may provide, have to be treated with this in mind. Illustrations used in this book are stored in the German Federal Archives; the Ullstein Picture Archive (Ullstein Bild) (Ullstein); the Prussian Heritage Image Archive (Bildarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz), Berlin (BPK); the Archive of the Mémorial de la Shoah (Archives du Mémorial de la Shoah), Paris (MS); the Polish National Digital Archives (Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe), Warsaw (NAC); the Archive of the Croatian Historical Museum (Hrvatski Povijesni Muzej), Zagreb (HPM); the Gazi Husrev Beg Library; and the Archive of the Historical Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Historijski Muzej Bosne i Hercegovine), Sarajevo (HMBH).
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