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In the months following Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union, SS squads – the
so-called Einsatzgruppen – executed hundreds of Muslim prisoners of war who
had fought in the Red Army, assuming that their circumcision proved that they
were Jewish.1 In Berlin, these executions soon became the subject of controversy. During a meeting of ofﬁcers of the Wehrmacht, SS and Ministry for the
Occupied Eastern Territories in summer 1941, Erwin von Lahousen, an ofﬁcial
of the Wehrmacht intelligence agency representing his boss, Wilhelm Canaris,
engaged in a row with the head of the Gestapo, Heinrich Müller, about these
killings. Lahousen brought up the selection of hundreds of Muslim Tatars, who
had been sent to ‘special treatment’ because they were taken for Jews. Müller
acknowledged that the SS had made mistakes in this respect, remarking that it
was the ﬁrst time that he had heard that Muslims were circumcised like Jews. A
few weeks later, Müller’s superior, Reinhard Heydrich, chief of the Reich Security Main Ofﬁce, sent out instructions urging the Einsatzgruppen to be more
careful: The ‘circumcision’ and ‘Jewish appearance’ could not be taken as sufﬁcient ‘proof of Jewish descent’, he made clear.2 Muslims and Jews were not to
be confused. In the following year, the Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories issued a similar directive on the identiﬁcation of ‘Jews’ in the Eastern
territories, warning that only in the western Russian territories could circumcision be seen as a proof of Jewishness. ‘In those regions, though, in which
Mohammedans exist we will not be able to base the Jewishness of the person
on circumcision alone’.3 There, other indicators, such as names, origins and
ethnic appearance, had to be considered as well.
The swift intervention to stop the shootings of Muslims stemmed from the
concerns of leading Nazi ofﬁcials about Germany’s relations with the Islamic
world.4 At the height of the Second World War, as Hitler’s soldiers marched
into Muslim-populated territories in the Balkans, North Africa, the Crimea and
the Caucasus, and approached the Middle East and Central Asia, Berlin began
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to promote Nazi Germany as a protector of Islam. In an orchestrated effort that
involved all major branches of the regime – most notably the Wehrmacht, the
SS, the Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories, and the Propaganda Ministry – Berlin tried to mobilize Muslims across the Islamic world against the
Soviet Union, the British Empire, and Jews. This was reﬂected in Germany’s
policies and propaganda in the Muslim war zones, and in the recruitment,
spiritual care and ideological indoctrination of tens of thousands of Muslim volunteers who fought in the Wehrmacht and the SS. German ofﬁcials frequently
viewed Muslim populations under the rubric of ‘Islam’. In terms of racial barriers, the Germans showed remarkable pragmatism: (Non-Jewish) Turks, Iranians
and Arabs had already been explicitly exempted from any ofﬁcial racial discrimination in the 1930s, following diplomatic interventions from the governments
in Tehran, Ankara and Cairo. During the war the Nazi regime showed similar pragmatism when encountering Muslims from Bosnia, Herzegovina and
Albania, and the Turkic peoples of the Soviet Union. Muslims, it was clear to
every German ofﬁcer from the Sahara to the Caucasus, were to be treated as
allies.
And yet, the shooting of Muslim prisoners of war on the eastern front shows
that this ofﬁcial policy towards Muslims was by no means straightforward. Nazi
Germany’s policy towards Muslims was in many ways entangled with the history of the Holocaust. On the ground, German soldiers encountered Muslim
Roma, Jewish converts to Islam, Jewish sects that had adopted some Islamic
practices and Muslims who were taken for Jews. The lines between these population groups were not always clear to Nazi executioners. This could lead to the
murder of Muslims who were mistaken for Jews, as shown, but it could also lead
to the survival of Jews, and indeed Roma, who were classiﬁed as Muslims. This
essay will examine some of these cases. It will thereby show how Nazi policies
towards ethnic and religious minorities, as worked out by bureaucrats in Berlin,
could clash with the realities on the ground, where Nazi ofﬁcials encountered
often highly complex religious and ethnic landscapes.
There is a growing historiography of Muslim–Jewish encounters during the
Holocaust. Most of this research has focused on the Arab world. Scholars
have shown a remarkable interest in the collaboration of the legendary mufti
of Jerusalem, Amin al-Husayni, who came to Berlin during the war, called
in his propaganda speeches for the annihilation of Jews, and even became
involved in the Holocaust, successfully intervening to stop the emigration of
Jews from Germany’s south-eastern European satellite states to Palestine in
1943.5 Moreover, there is considerable research on perceptions in Arabic countries of Nazism and Nazi anti-Semitism before, during, and after the Second
World War.6 Long ignored in all of this research is the fact that the Holocaust involved many ordinary Muslims more immediately, in the front zones.7
This essay will contribute to our knowledge of these entanglements, drawing a
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ﬁrst sketch of these connected histories of Jews, Roma and Muslims during the
Holocaust.

I
The ﬁrst place where the advancing German troops encountered not only a
Jewish but also a signiﬁcant Muslim minority was occupied Paris.8 During the
war years, around 100,000 Muslims lived in France, most of them colonial
migrants. The centre of Islam in France was the Grande Mosquée de Paris,
which was directed by the charismatic and cosmopolitan dignitary Si Kaddour
Benghabrit.9 Benghabrit was from the outset eager to establish good relations
with German and Vichy authorities to improve the situation of his community. In early 1941, for instance, he asked the Germans to send his imams
into their prisoner of war camps to look after the Muslim inmates, and offered
in return to speak on Germany’s Arabic broadcast propaganda service.10 The
German authorities in Paris supported him, regularly visiting the mosque and
trying to use it for their propaganda. At the same time, however, Vichy and
Nazi ofﬁcials kept the mosque under surveillance as they suspected that it
provided Jews with false documents stating that they were Muslims.11 ‘The
Occupation authorities suspected personnel of the Paris mosque of delivering
fraudulently to individuals of Jewish race certiﬁcates attesting that the interested are of Muslim confession’, an internal note of the French Interior Ministry
from 24 September 1940 warned.12 Apparently an imam of the mosque was
even summoned and questioned by the authorities. Although our knowledge
on these events is still fragmentary, we do know from oral testimonies that
Benghabrit and the mosque’s senior imam, Si Muhammad Benzouaou, helped
a number of individual North African Jews by certifying that they were Muslim.
Among them was a certain Albert Assouline, an Algerian-born Jew who, after
the war, gave the ﬁrst account of this story, and Salim Hallali, a popular JewishAlgerian musician who found refuge in the mosque, was offered papers and
survived. Another case ended more tragically: Maurice Moïse Moatti, a Jewish
Tunisian, was offered papers testifying that he was a Tunisian Muslim, but
still registered as ‘Jewish’ with the German authorities and was later killed in
Auschwitz. After the war, rumours spread that the mosque had systematically
organized help for hundreds of Jews, though so far no evidence for such claims
has emerged.
Clearly, Benghabrit’s mosque did support some individuals, especially North
African Jews, who shared the same language, customs and migrant milieu. Yet,
there is also a darker side to this story. As Ethan Katz has shown, Benghabrit
collaborated closely with Vichy’s General Commissariat for Jewish Questions
(Commissariat Générale aux Questions Juives): the commissariat frequently contacted Benghabrit to conﬁrm the identity of persons who claimed to be Muslims
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but were suspected to be Jewish, and in a number of cases Benghabrit deliberately dismissed the claims, thereby facilitating their deportation; there might
also, of course, have been cases when he approved the claims of Jews (and
indeed Muslims) of being Islamic, but no known evidence exists to conﬁrm
this. Paradoxical and murky, the story of the Paris mosque shows that numerous Jews tried to adopt an Islamic identity to escape persecution and death –
some were successful, others not. The survivors of the Paris mosque are the ﬁrst
cases of Jews who escaped the Holocaust in Islamic disguise during the Second
World War. Yet they were not the only ones.
Similar is the story of Paris’s community of Iranian Jews – the Centre
for Advance Holocaust Studies estimates that around 150 Jews from Iran,
Afghanistan and Bukhara lived in wartime France – who tried to escape the
Holocaust.13 As the Germans began rounding up the Jewish population of
Paris, many Iranian Jewish exiles turned for help to Abdol Hossein Sardari, the
Iranian consul in the French capital. After the occupation, the Iranian ambassador Anoushirvan Sepahbodi had moved to Vichy, leaving Sardari behind to
deal with consular affairs in Paris; and when the consulate was closed after the
Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran in the summer of 1941, Sardari remained in Paris
and consulted the Swiss legation, which now ofﬁcially represented the Iranian
exiles. The German occupation authorities suspected Sardari of smuggling and
running a studio for nude photography. Sardari was, no doubt, a bon vivant,
t
regularly throwing lavish parties at his country house outside Paris, to which
he invited high-ranking Germans; his contacts with the German embassy were
particularly good. On 12 August 1942, Sardari sent a memorandum, addressed
to the embassy, asking on behalf of the Iranian Jews to have the stamp ‘Jew’
removed from their identity cards.14 He attached a memorandum written by a
number of Iranian Jews, which argued that these Jews (it spoke of ‘Iranians of
the mosaic faith’) were racially Iranians, deeply rooted in the culture of Iranian
Muslims, and without connection to the ‘Jewish race of Europe’.15 Sardari also
attached a list of 28 names of ‘Iranians of the mosaic faith’ living in Paris.16
The request led to an intense discussion in Berlin involving the
Foreign Ofﬁce, the Interior Ministry, the Reich Security Main Ofﬁce
(
(Reichssicherheitshauptamt
), Water Groß’s NSDAP Ofﬁce of Race Politics
((Rassenpolitisches Amt der NSDAP), the Institute for Study of the Jewish Question
((Institut zur Erforschung der Judenfrage), and the Reich Institute for the History of the New Germany (Reichsinstitut
(
für Geschichte des Neuen Deutschlands).
The regime’s experts dismissed the memorandum. In a lengthy report, Adolf
Eichmann rejected the request as ‘one of the typical Jewish veiling and camouﬂage attempts’.17 Challenging the claim that Iranian Jews shared the customs
and habits of their Muslim compatriots, Eichmann argued that there had
always been a strict separation between Jews and Muslims in Iran. Similarly,
Walter Groß wrote: ‘I have no doubt that these are Jews’.18
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Soon, the Iranian-Jewish community in Paris made a number of new
attempts – two requests submitted by Sardari on 29 September 1942 and
17 March 1943 and one submitted by the Swiss legation on 11 March 1943 –
to be exempted from anti-Jewish measures; they now tried to portray themselves as Jugutis, a Muslim group descending from Persian Jews who converted
to Islam in the nineteenth century, though keeping some Jewish customs, and
were ofﬁcially classiﬁed in Iran as Muslim.19 As in the case of the Paris mosque,
Islam seemed to provide the most obvious way to escape persecution. To his
request of 17 March 1943 Sardari again attached a list of names of the persons
concerned, this time 38; 28 of them were identical to the names on the list
of 12 August 1942.20 In the Foreign Ofﬁce, this attempt was initially met with
some goodwill: Friedrich-Werner Graf von der Schulenburg, former envoy in
Tehran, who was later executed for his involvement in the 20 July 1944 plot
against Hitler, noted that the Jugutis were an ‘Islamic sect’ that generally followed ‘Mohammedan laws’ and only very few religious rites of the mosaic faith,
and had Iranian, not Semitic, blood, concluding: ‘It therefore appears to be factually unjustiﬁed to apply the German Jew laws to the Jugutis’.21 Moreover, any
discrimination of the group should be avoided for political reasons, he argued,
given Germany’s interest in the Middle East. The Wilhelmstraße informed
Eichmann at the Reich Security Main Ofﬁce that members of the ‘Islamic sect
of the Jugutis’ were to be exempt from the ‘German Jewish directives’.22
It seems that Jugutis were eventually indeed classiﬁed as Muslims. Yet, there
was a problem: the Foreign Ofﬁce had forwarded on to the Reich Security Main
Ofﬁce Sardari’s new list. Friedrich Bosshammer, a bureaucrat at Eichmann’s
ofﬁce, quickly objected that the names on the list were identical with those
on the list of Iranian Jews that had been delivered by Sardari in autumn 1942.
The Foreign Ofﬁce had to agree, with Eberhard von Thadden, then head of the
Foreign Ofﬁce’s ‘Jewish desk’ (Judenreferat
(
) speaking of ‘a typical Jewish trick’.23
It was ruled that Iranian Jews were to be treated like Jews of hostile states.24 All
requests by Iranians who claimed to be Jugutis were to be checked individually.
By sending the list, Sardari had put the Jews in immediate danger – although,
in his defence, he believed the names to be known to the German authorities
anyway, since they had already been registered. In the end, some Iranian Jews
survived, being accepted as Islamic Jugutis. Among them was Ebrahim Morady,
who appeared on both of Sardari’s lists and who in 1994 attended a ceremony
honouring the Iranian consul at the Simon Wiesenthal Center in Los Angeles.
After the war, many rumours emerged about this episode, including the claim
that Sardari also helped many non-Iranian Jews by providing them with Iranian
passports (Iranian passports did not indicate the religious afﬁliation of their
holders), and that he took money for his services, but so far no evidence has
been found to support these stories. Overall, the case provides another example
of attempts by Jews to escape persecution as Muslims.
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As the Germans marched into Muslim-populated areas in North Africa, southeastern Europe and the Soviet Union, they soon encountered similar problems,
and indeed held similar discussions about the categorization of Muslims and
Jews. So far, we have only limited knowledge about these cases in North Africa,
where Muslims and Jews lived under the oppressive rule of Berlin’s partners –
Fascist Italy, which ruled Libya, and Vichy France, which controlled Morocco,
Algeria, and Tunisia. Yet, it seems that here, too, conﬂicts about the demarcation between ‘Jews’ and ‘Muslims’ emerged. The most famous example is the
case of Morocco, where Sultan Muhammad V, who supported his Jewish subjects against discrimination, refused to consider Jewish converts to Islam as
‘Jewish’ – resisting racial deﬁnitions of Jewishness.25 Future research will have
to determine as to what extent Jews tried to escape persecution in North Africa
by claiming to be Muslim or by converting to Islam.
We know much more about such entanglements of Jews and Muslims in
the wartime Balkans. In Ustaša Croatia – a puppet state under the Catholic
´ installed by Hitler following the German
nationalist ‘Poglavnik’ Ante Pavelić,
invasion and dissolution of the Yugoslav kingdom in spring 1941, and which
included Muslim-populated Bosnia and Herzegovina – ofﬁcials persecuted Jews
with great brutality, while at least formally trying to court the Muslim population. In fact, Pavelić´ made Islam the second state religion, and his ofﬁcials
praised Muslims as ‘the ﬂower of the Croatian people’.26 In the heart of Zagreb,
they opened the massive Poglavnik Mosque (Poglavnikova
(
Džamija). The privileged position of Muslims (and indeed Catholics) in the new state seemed to
many Jews as an opportunity to avoid persecution. Soon, many tried to escape
repression and deportation through conversion to Islam.27 In Sarajevo alone,
around 20 per cent of the Jewish population is estimated to have converted to
Islam or Catholicism between April and October 1941. In the autumn of 1941,
Ustaša authorities ﬁnally intervened, prohibiting these conversions. Yet, even
those who had already converted were not safe from persecution, as it was race,
not religion, that deﬁned Jewishness in the eyes of Ustaša bureaucrats. The role
of the religious Islamic dignitaries in this story was ambivalent. The highest religious authority of the country, Reis-ul-Ulema Fehim Spaho, former president of
the High Shari’a Court in Sarajevo and a respected reformist cleric who advocated a strict interpretation of Islam, and who had cultivated good relations
with the Germans, ofﬁcially endorsed the Ustaša 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 remarkable
efforts to help Jewish converts to Islam, urging Ustaša ofﬁcials to protect them
and exhorting the ‘ulama to offer them shelter. Conversion was, however, only
one way to escape persecution. A number of Jews actually managed to ﬂee the
country concealed as Muslims. Some of them – women and men – literally disguised themselves in the Islamic veil.28 Jewish men wore the fez, which had
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become distinct Islamic headgear in the region, a physical marker of religious
boundaries, although Ustaša decrees were issued that strictly prohibited Jews
from wearing it.

II
The most controversial discussions about the distinction between, and classiﬁcation of, Jews and Muslims emerged on the southern fringes of the Eastern
Front. Here, entire population groups were affected. As shown in the introduction of this chapter, German killing squads in the East had problems
distinguishing Muslims from Jews from the beginning. When Einsatzgruppe
D began killing the Jews of the Crimea and the Caucasus, it was confronted
with a special situation with regard to three Jewish population groups which
had long lived alongside the Muslim communities: Karaites, Krymchaks and
Judeo-Tats.29
In the Crimea, invaded by German and Romanian troops under the command of Erich von Manstein in the autumn of 1941, SS ofﬁcials were puzzled
when encountering the Turkic-speaking Karaites (4000 to 5000 people) and
Krymchaks (3000 to 5000 people).30 Both were Jewish sects who had over
the centuries lived closely with the Muslim Tatar population and were inﬂuenced by Islamic Tatar culture. The Germans made extensive efforts to win the
Crimean Tatars over as collaborators – as part of their efforts to pacify the peninsula and as part of Berlin’s more general policy towards the Islamic world –
but they were not sure how to treat their Krymchak and Karaite neighbours.
After a meeting with Ohlendorf in Simferopol in late 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’.31
The confusion among the Germans about the classiﬁcation of Karaites and
Krymchaks was striking. In the end, the Karaites were classiﬁed as ethnically
Turkic and spared, while the Krymchaks were considered ethnically Jewish
and killed. According to Walter Groß, the Karaites were exempt from persecution because of their close social relations with the allied Muslim Tatars.32 A
report by Einsatzgruppe D of May 1942 underlined this view, emphasizing the
bonds between the Crimea’s Muslims and the Karaites, bonds which had been
furthered by ‘their common anti-Bolshevik stance’.33
Many Karaites were even recruited into the Crimean Tatar volunteer units,
which the Wehrmacht and SS had established to ﬁght partisans across the
peninsula. When the Germans abandoned the Crimea in spring 1944, many
of these Karaite volunteers, alongside Tatar recruits and some Tatar and Kraite
civilians, followed the Wehrmacht westward, as they feared Soviet retaliation.
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In autumn 1944, according to a report by Gerhard Klopfer, Bormann’s State
Secretary of the NSDAP Party Chancellery, to Himmler’s chief of staff, Karl
Brandt, 500 to 600 Karaites were ﬁghting in the defence of the Reich; Klopfer
explained that ‘in respect to the close relations between the Crimean Tatars
and the Crimean Karaites’ no measures were to be taken against the Karaites.34
Many of the Karaite and Crimean Tatar refugees ended up in Vienna in 1944.
To demonstrate their closeness to the Crimean Muslims and Islam, the Karaites
applied to the German authorities to set up an ‘Association of Tatars and
Karaites in Vienna’ (Verein der Tataren und Karaimen zu Wien), later changing this
name to ‘Tatar Association in Vienna’ (Verein der Tataren zu Wien) and then to
‘Islamic Alliance’ (Islamische
(
Allianz).35 They survived the war. It should, however, be noted that in some areas outside the Crimea, Karaite families who lived
close to Jewish communities were killed nevertheless, most notably during the
massacres in Kiev (Babi Yar) and Krasnodar.
The Judeo-Tats, or ‘Mountain Jews’, in the Caucasus, a minority of Iranian
ancestry, provoked similar debates among the Germans. When the Wehrmacht
advanced into the northern Caucasus in the summer and autumn of 1942,
3,000 Judeo-Tats came under Nazi control.36 As Einsatzgruppe D began killing
the Jewish population in the Caucasus, it initially also murdered many JudeoTats, considering them Jewish. In the autumn of 1942, the Judeo-Tats took their
case to the German authorities. The question of their fate caused lengthy discussions, both in Berlin and on the ground. In Germany, the issue was debated
by ofﬁcials, bureaucrats and experts from various parts of the regime together
with the question about the status of Sardari’s Jugutis. Various expert reports
were commissioned. One consulted specialist, Friedrich Wilhelm Euler, responsible for Jewish affairs at the Reich Institute for the History of the New Germany
in Munich, argued that the Judeo-Tats were a rural, warrior-like mountain people who had for centuries had no contact to Jewish groups, and should be
treated differently than Jews.37 Another report, written a few months later by
the notorious anti-Semitic race theorist Gerhard Kittel, who worked for both
the Institute for the Study of the Jewish Question and the Reich Institute for
the History of the New Germany, also argued that the group shared the customs
and culture of their neighbouring (predominantly Muslim) mountain communities and had no connections to ‘world Judaism’, and so had to be exempt
from persecution.38 Walter Groß was sceptical, responding to both reports that
investigations on the ground had to be made before a deﬁnite statement was
possible.39 At this point, however, it was too late for such investigations, as
German troops had already pulled out of the Caucasus.
The discussion among the regime’s bureaucrats back in Germany had, in any
case, little actual impact on the ground. Here, prompted by the request of
the Judeo-Tats, the SS had already engaged in investigations, visiting houses,
attending celebrations, and enquiring into the customs of the community.
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In fact, SS-Oberfüher Walther Bierkamp, then head of Einsatzgruppe D, had personally visited a village of the ‘mountain Jews’ in the Nalchik area, who had
shown themselves to be extremely hospitable.40 Bierkamp quickly became convinced that, aside from their religion, they had nothing in common with Jews.
At the same time, he recognized Islamic inﬂuence, as the Tats also practiced
polygamous relationships. Bierkamp gave the order that these peoples were not
to be harmed, and that, in place of ‘Mountain Jews’, the term ‘Tats’ had to be
used. Although the Germans had killed some Judeo-Tats in the early weeks of
the occupation, the majority survived.

III
Finally, the Nazi murder of Europe’s gypsies also involved Muslims. As the
Germans began screening the occupied territories of the Soviet Union for the
Roma population, they soon encountered many Muslim Roma.41 Indeed, the
majority of the Crimea’s Roma population was Islamic.42 They had for centuries assimilated with the Tatars, who now showed remarkable solidarity with
their co-religionists. Muslim representatives, organized into so-called ‘Muslim
committees’ that the Germans had established across the peninsula in early
1942 – with a central Muslim committee in Simferopol – to administer the
religious minority, stepped in, sending petitions to the Germans to ask for
the protection of the Muslim Roma. An article about them by a certain N.
Seidametov, published in the Tatar propaganda paper 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’.43 Backed by the Tatars, many Muslim Roma pretended to be Tatars to
escape deportation and death. Some employed Islam. A remarkable example
was the roundup of Roma in Simferopol in December 1941, when those captured tried to use religious 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.44
In the end, many Muslim Roma were murdered. Nevertheless, as the
Germans had trouble distinguishing Muslim Roma from Muslim Tatars, some –
most estimates suggest 30 per cent – survived and, as with the Karaites, a number of Muslim Roma were even recruited into German Tatar auxiliary units.
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During his interrogation at the Nuremberg Einsatzgruppen Trial, when asked
about the persecution of ‘gypsies’ in the Crimea, Otto 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.’45 Furthermore, there is some evidence that
also some non-Muslim Roma tried to portray themselves as Muslim Tatars in
order to escape persecution. One Russian eye-witness, Kh. G. Lashkevich, who
was living in Simferopol, recorded in his diary a conversation he had with a
Roma, who had survived the roundup off gypsies in Simferopol. The Roma had
told him:
I was already in the truck with my daughter and we were waiting to be
sent off. When I saw a Tatar acquaintance of mine talking to the Germans,
I shouted at him: ‘Save me, tell the Germans that I’m not a Gypsy, but a
Tatar, after all we’re friends.’ And the Tatar began to tell the Germans that
I wasn’t a Gypsy, but a Turkmen, and they let me and my daughter out.
Then I began to plead for them to release my wife and my other children
and grandchildren, who were sitting in the other trucks. But the other Roma,
seeing that I had been let out, began to shout all at once that they weren’t
Roma, but also Turkmen like me, and begged to be released. Then my friend,
the Tatar, said to me: ‘better to save yourself. You won’t save your family anyway, and they’ll take you back into the truck, and I’ll catch hell for protecting
you.’ So I ran away with my daughter, and my wife and all my children and
grandchildren perished.46
Muslims in the Balkans were also affected by the persecution of the Roma, as
there were many Roma of the Islamic faith. The Ustaša state engaged in brutal
repression and persecution of its Roma population, initially also targeting the
largely settled Muslim Roma of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the so-called ‘white
gypsies’.47
In the summer of 1941, many Muslim Roma complained to the Islamic
religious authorities about their discrimination, and a delegation of leading
Muslim representatives petitioned the state that Muslim Roma should be considered part of the Muslim community and that any attack on them would
be considered an attack on the Islamic community. Eager to integrate Muslims
into the Croatian state, Ustaša authorities promptly excluded Muslim Roma
from persecution and deportation. ‘It has been ordered that the so-called white
Gypsies – Muslims – must not be touched as these must be considered to be
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Aryan. Thus no measures whatsoever must be applied to them, even order to be
implemented against Gypsies’, the ofﬁcial Ustaša decree of August 1941 read.48
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. Moreover, there
were cases of non-Muslim Roma who were beginning to wear fezzes to avoid
deportation, and here, too, as in the Jewish case, Ustaša authorities intervened,
in the summer of 1942, warning ofﬁcials by decree about this development.49
Throughout the war, the Ulema-Medžlis, the highest Islamic council in the
Croatian state, 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 Muslims as gypsies.50 Also in Macedonia and Albania, where
the majority of Roma were Muslim, their religious afﬁliation gave them some
protection. Perhaps the most famous case is that of the Roma of Mitrovica:
when the Albanian police chief of the city was ordered by the authorities to
round up the gypsies, he told them that there were no gypsies in Mitrovica,
only Muslims.51

IV
The previous pages have illustrated the entanglement of Muslims, Jews and
Roma during the Holocaust. In many of the regions invaded during the Second
World War, German forces encountered mixed Muslim–Jewish and Muslim–
Roma populations and faced difﬁculties distinguishing between these groups.
In fact, in all of these regions discussions began about the correct classiﬁcation
of individuals and groups as ‘Muslim’, ‘Jew’, or ‘Roma’. In some of these areas,
where Jewish or Roma populations lived closely together with Muslims, this
proximity could help individuals and groups to escape persecution by arguing
that they were Muslim and/or by being categorized as Islamic by Axis authorities. It is impossible to establish the numbers of Jews and Roma who survived
this way. This essay can only provide a brief overview, giving a broad brushstroke picture of these intertwined stories; future research will have to examine
this picture in more depth.
On a more general level, this chapter has shown how blurred the lines
between different population groups could be, and how arbitrary German
deﬁnitions and categorizations of populations were during the years of the
Holocaust. The Nazi regime had adopted a clear policy towards Muslims,
exempting them from persecution and indeed seeking to secure them as allies.
Its bureaucrats had initially not considered that the (religiously deﬁned) population group (‘Muslims’), which was to be won over as allies could overlap
with (racially deﬁned) population groups (‘Jews’ and ‘Roma’) which were to be
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persecuted. At times, questions about whether a population group was to be
considered Islamic, Jewish or Roma could cause long and heated debates about
religion, race and political strategy, not just on the ground but also in Berlin,
involving experts, ofﬁcials and functionaries from all parts of the regime. Islam
was thereby a crucial category of classiﬁcation – a category that could decide
between life and death.
Similar contradictions and dilemmas can be observed in other areas of
the regime’s policies regarding population classiﬁcations. The earliest and
most famous case of such debates was about the classiﬁcation of Jews in
the Reich. Centuries of assimilation and intermarriage had made the German
Jewish population an integral part of the majority society, and distinguishing
between ‘Jews’ and ‘Germans’ was often complicated and caused long debates
about racial and religious classiﬁcations. Many so-called ‘partial-Jews’ (Jewish
Mischlinge) – Germans who had one or two Jewish grandparents but who were
not part of the religious Jewish community, and who were not married to Jews –
were exempt from persecution.52 Jewish Mischlinge, who did practice Judaism
or were married to Jews, were considered Geltungsjuden and persecuted. In practice, investigations into the Jewish identity of Germans were often inconsistent;
in the end, some Jewish Germans and many Jewish Mischlinge even fought in
the Wehrmacht and the SS.53 In the occupied territories, under wartime conditions, discussions about the classiﬁcation of population groups were often even
more arbitrary, although Nazi authorities in the ﬁeld tended to categorize people as Jewish whenever they were in doubt. And German ofﬁcials faced similar
difﬁculties with population categorizations during the enforced ‘Germanization’ of the Eastern territories, most notably in Poland, where distinctions
between Volksfremde and ‘Germans’ were often inconsistent, pragmatic and ad
hoc.54 In short, Nazi Germany’s population policies, as drawn up by bureaucrats in Berlin, were regularly complicated by the situation on the ground. The
debates about the distinctions between Muslims, Jews and Roma are part of this
broader story, a story that has, so far, never been systematically studied as one
phenomenon.
Overall, this essay has shown that the history of Muslims – a population
group long marginalized in research on the Second World War and the Holocaust – was at times intimately intertwined with the history of the Holocaust.
It thus adds not only an important dimension to the history of the Holocaust,
but also to the history of Muslim–Jewish relations in the modern age.
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Herzegovina’s Autonomy and Hitler’s Third Reich) (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1987); Marko
Attila Hoare, The Bosnian Muslims in the Second World War: A History (London: Hurst,
2013); for Albania, Bernd J. Fischer, Albania at War 1939–1945 (London: Hurst, 1999);
Hubert Neuwirth, Widerstand und Kollaboration in Albanien 1939–1944 (Wiesbaden:
Otto Harrassowitz, 2008).
On Jewish conversions to Islam, see Tomasevich, War and Revolution in Yugoslavia,
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