Introduction: Toward a Transnational
History of Islam and Muslims in

Interwar Europe

Gotz Nordbruch and Umar Ryad

The study of Muslim encounters with and experiences in interwar
Europe is still in its initial phase. Many aspects about the history of
Muslim interaction with Europe before the influx of Muslim immi-
grant workers are still entirely unknown. With the exception of the
edited volume Islam in Interwar Europe and a number of references in
the secondary literature,! no conclusive research has been conducted
as yet about the meaning of the intellectual and political out/input of
Muslims to the history of Europe itself. The present volume contains
eight case studies that were presented and discussed during the inter-
national conference “Transnational Islam in Interwar Europe.” The
conference was organized by the two editors at Leiden University
in a collaboration between Leiden University Center for the Study
of Islam and Society (LUCIS) and the Centre for Contemporary
Middle East Studies of the University of Southern Denmark (12-14
December, 2011).2

A group of scholars and historians from different disciplines was
invited to investigate the evolution of Muslim networks and activities
in interwar Europe. The various contributions focused on the trans-
national dimension of such activities in Europe in the interwar period
by analyzing the significant sociopolitical ideals and religious affilia-
tions of the actors within these networks. World War II was chosen as
a point of departure, as it was the catalyst in encouraging the migra-
tion of Muslims to Europe as a result of the demands of the war. We
took 1946 as the end of our period of interest, since most political and
cultural activities of individual Muslims and Muslim organizations
declined by the end of World War II, and reemerged only with the
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coming of guest workers in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Particular
focus was placed on research on personal archives and contemporary
writings that so far have widely been ignored in the study of European
history. The conference intended to place Muslim activities in interwar
Europe within world history by combining the historical data and the
patterns of social, political, religious, as well as cultural mobility of
Muslims as new social actors in Europe of that era.

Indeed, both world wars were huge transnational cataclysms in
human modern history. Despite the extensive literature on the history
of interwar Europe, however, much more remains to be said. After
the end of World War I, the Paris Conference of 1919 represented the
beginning of a new connectivity in modern international relations
that should cherish the principle of national sovereignty. This year
witnessed a shift in our understanding of the concept of “internation-
alism” by imposing new analytical frameworks of what is now known
as “transnational history.”® As for the Muslim presence in Europe
during the interwar period and World War 11, it is observed that their
stories have been mostly dealt with as part of Middle-Eastern and
Asian history, colonial studies or—briefly—as related to European
migration history.* Previous research focused either on the accounts
of Arab/Muslim travelers and residents in Europe in the nineteenth
century or on the later Muslim labor migration in the post—World
War I1 period. Such approaches doubtlessly have their justification, as
Muslim actors in interwar Europe often considered themselves as part
of the political and cultural movements in the geographical Muslim
world. Yet these studies tend to overlook the impact of Muslims as
transnational actors in Europe itself.

Muslims were no key players in Europe of that time; however,
the contribution of individual Muslims and Muslim movements to
European interwar history represents a remarkable laboratory for our
understanding of the religious needs and sociopolitical demands of
a minority group in Europe in the colonial era. The present book
therefore stresses the importance of this history for the colonized as
well as for the colonizers. Precisely because the politics of the interwar
years had momentous impact on European and world history, the
volume tries to unearth original insights into the history of Muslim
interactions and encounters with and in European societies. It also
highlights how such interactions coincided with emerging geopolitical
and intellectual East-West networks that transcended national, cul-
tural, and linguistic borders.

Owing to its multifaceted nature, the subject of Muslims in inter-
war Europe is well-suited for a collection of chapters. In the present
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volume, Muslims in interwar Europe are perceived as subjects formed
by their participation in different religious and political ideologies in
their historical setting. The articles aim at formulating new approaches
to Muslim-European history. Muslim presence in interwar Europe
was tied to emerging discourses of transnational and at times global
reach and impact. As it will become clear, in their pursuit of global
religious and political transformation in the interwar period, Muslims
made various attempts to reinforce the manifestation of their self-
consciousness in the land of the European colonial powers. The main
link between Muslims in interwar Europe was their mobilization in
various entities, such as religious institutions and political structures
of power, that provided meeting points for activities and exchanges
across borders. Although they aggregated specific religious entities
and political properties and relations, they were in many cases cribbed
by the societies of which they were members.

This volume intends to fill in a lacuna by mapping out this history
of Muslims by using interwar Europe as a point of departure, and by
analyzing how they laid the groundwork for new political and reli-
gious ideas on European soil. By focusing on links and encounters, it
considers Muslim actors in interwar Europe as part of European and
global intellectual and political history.

As we shall see, the interwar period was an intriguing moment in
time when Muslims in Europe were confronted with immense chal-
lenges within the course of world history. The chapters discuss indi-
viduals, communities, institutions, and formal or informal networks.
These studies are based on previously unexplored sources, adding a
new historical inquiry about the evolution of Islam in the increasingly
transnational context of the early twentieth century. They collectively
create new directions for the questioning of established categories
that have been applied in descriptions and analytical reconstructions
of Muslim communities in interwar Europe. Taking the history of
Muslims in interwar Europe into consideration adds an intriguing
case study that will enriches the ongoing conceptual debates regard-
ing the meaning of transnational and national boundaries, human
agency between local conditions and global contexts of history, the
histoire croisée, Transfergeschichte, and so on.

EurorE As “THE OTHER”?

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century, Europe was a crucial
point of reference in contemporary debates among Muslim scholars
and activists. Arab and Muslim engagement with Europe was often
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characterized by ambiguity that implied both fascination and rejection.’
For Muslims actors in the interwar period, Europe was a colonial
space and a “cradle” for modern civilization and culture at the same
time. Their experiences illustrate the complexity of interwar societies
in the context of global transformation. While colonialism and an
increasing secularization of society were perceived as representing the
repressive and antireligious tendencies of European intellectual tradi-
tions, the advance of modern sciences and the institutionalization of
political liberties were regarded as achievements providing potential
signposts for reform in Muslim societies. Europe, however, was no
entity with clearly marked delimitations. Rather, it often stood as a
shifting metaphor that was interpreted as a mirror image for elaborat-
ing one’s own identity and defining one’s own ambitions.

Internationally, Muslims regularly drew an image of a “declining
West” while searching for alternative civilizational discourses that
would take up Islamic history and traditions. However, Pan-Islamic
appeals were challenged by the decline and unmaking of empires
and the appearance of two alternate political claims that promised to
reshape the imperial world order—namely, the Bolshevik Revolution
and the principles of President Wilson that inspired anti-imperialist,
socialist, or nationalist European movements.® These principles also
resounded among Muslims in interwar Europe.

It is obvious that the interwar era was a significant watershed for
the development of various intellectual, cultural, and political net-
works that developed across national borders and in the context of the
new international relations. It was the very moment when intriguing
questions were posed concerning individual and collective identities
and their relevance within the emerging local and transnational intel-
lectual discourses and political networks.

Following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Muslim sociopo-
litical and intellectual transnational networks discovered Europe as
a suitable ground where they could set up and seek to defend their
respective interests and promote their thoughts and ideologies. Their
activities in Europe were also linked to a wider Arab nationalist move-
ment that had gained ground in the interwar period, and included
Christian and Muslim nationalists belonging to upper-status or
elite families.” The study of Muslim activities in Europe in this era
provides intriguing examples of the interplay between their under-
standing of nationalism, populism, and religion in interwar Europe,
and how their experiences shaped their conceptualization of ideol-
ogy and Islamic traditions. In order to realize their goals, Muslim
activists attempted to exploit their scholarly, professional, social, and
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political positions in lobbying, campaigning, and making alliances
with Western politicians, diplomats, Orientalists, publishers, but also
with the wider public.

As Muslim activists in interwar Europe engaged culture and politics,
European cities increasingly turned into a new locus for Pan-Islamist
aspirations. These ideas were thus not fully detached from their propo-
nents’ vision of Europe. Muslims as an international minority of that
age pursued this idea in Europe itself again due to their new experi-
ences and imaginations in the West. Pan-Islamism was seen by many
Muslim political actors, intellectuals, and propagandists in Europe as
the only practical way to continue their activities.® Maybe the most
significant figure among them was the Lebanese Druze prince Shakib
Arslan (1869-1946), who made his place of exile Geneva “the umbili-
cal cord of the Islamic world.”® In collaboration with other Muslim
nationalists inside and outside Europe (such as Rashid Rida [1865—
1935], Amin al-Husayni [1897-1974], and many others), Arslan laid
the foundation for reformist religiopolitical ideas that gained wide cir-
culation among many elite groups in the Muslim world.

These Muslim networks were mobilized by the abolition of the
caliphate (1924) and colonial politics in the Muslim world. They cre-
ated an informal community of intellectual /activists beyond national
boundaries that helped foster an ethos of transnational Pan-Islamism.
Yet, Muslims in interwar Europe were no homogeneous group.
They belonged to various ethnicities and classes, but many of them
understood their shared religious ideas and political aspirations in
the European context. However, by studying their activities and
thoughts, the role of other nationalists, Pan-Arabists or secularist
liberals belonging to the boundaries of the Muslim world should be
taken into consideration. In early twentieth century Muslim thought,
the “umma” is often considered as a single entity with established
traits of religious belonging and solidarity. Yet, Muslim intellectuals
and activists who interacted with European societies also inevitably
experienced a sense of Muslim diversity through their contacts with
tellow Muslims of different origins. At the same time, they became
aware of many similarities with non-Muslims that went against
notions of religious distinctiveness and cultural authenticity.

This volume thus studies the redefinitions of religious commu-
nity as articulated in the thoughts and activities of Muslim activists
in Europe; it aims at investigating the question whether religion was
a well-embedded framework of reference to the self-identification of
Muslims in Europe. Did the activists and thinkers in question perceive
Islam in the singular, and as something distinct? Or did they consider
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their Muslim identity as merely one aspect of their complex experience
as individuals living in Europe? How did Muslims define Islam (for
instance, with regard to the diversity of Islamic schools, ethnic origins,
etc.) and the Muslim community (for instance, with regard to class dif-
ferences, educational background, urban/rural background, migrants/
indigenous Muslims)? How did such actors relate to non-Muslim com-
munities, movements, or intellectual trends? What kind of loyalties did
they develop (with regard to cities, nations, religion, etc.)?

AcENcY BETWEEN LocAaL CONDITIONS AND
GLroBAL CONTEXTS

Muslims in interwar Europe were no passive strangers to local politics
and public debate. Like their non-Muslim European peers of that
period, many intellectuals and activists among them had a variety of
ways to articulate, such as letters, memoirs, and newspapers. Besides,
they actively engaged with European and international institutions,
social actors, and political movements—all while their politics and
networking were subject to local influences and restrictions.

The idea of international conventions was the single most striking
phenomenon that connected Pan-Islamists in the interwar era. The
congresses of Mecca (1924) and (1926), Cairo (1926), and Jerusalem
(1931) had their affiliates in Europe.!® Likewise, Muslim religious
and political associations were established in interwar Europe as well.
Examples of these were: Society for the Progress of Islam; Islamische
Zentralinstitut, Islamische Gemeinde, and Verein fiir islamische
Gottesverechrung (Berlin); Alliance Musulmane Internationale, La
Fraternité Musulmane, Association des oulémas musulmans en
Algérie (Paris); Orientbund and Islamische Kulturbund (Vienna);
and the European Muslim Congress (Geneva).

In a similar way, during the interwar years the local controversies
and prevailing social and political concerns impacted on the intel-
lectual outlook and political visions formulated by Muslim thinkers.
The ideas and visions formulated by Muslims in interwar Europe
were closely related to prevailing discourses in Muslim societies. Most
Muslim political mediators chose Switzerland, Germany, Britain, and
France as points of departure for their political mobility. Germany
in particular offered many of them an exceptional opportunity for
fraternal ties after World War I. North African political actors in
Europe were also able to build long-standing ties with many French
and Spanish socialists and anti-imperialist activists. In the meantime,
through the establishment of journals and newspapers in Europe!!
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and enormous contributions to the Arab and Muslim press, Muslims
participated in the popularization of the European political, sociore-
ligious and intellectual thought in the wider Muslim world.

This volume puts forward a series of arguments to highlight the
multiple layers of identification and political action that reflect this
complex intersection of local and global conditions. Many of the
Muslim groups and individuals explored in this volume indicate how
the new transnational and global setting collided with local struggles
for identity. Muslims and their networks in interwar Europe cannot be
reduced to a single Muslim identity; instead, their transnational activ-
ism often implied a revision and redefinition of boundaries that were
paralleled by merging intellectual concepts and political visions.

Tue CONTRIBUTIONS

Against this background, the chapters reconstruct the intellectual
and political contributions of Muslim individuals and organizations
in interwar Europe and place them in the wider context of global
transformations.

In chapter 1, David Motadel starts the discussions by analyz-
ing how Muslim life flourished and was institutionalized for the
first time during the interwar period. In most western European
metropolises, Muslims organized themselves for the first time in that
period. Focusing on Great Britain, France, and Germany, the chapter
outlines processes of formal organization and institutionalization of
Muslim life. It looks at the building of mosques and prayer houses,
the creation of organizations and associations, and the foundation
of Islamic newspapers and journals. More generally, the chapter
enquires into the ways in which Muslim life was shaped by both the
majority society and the wider Muslim world and explores entangle-
ments and connections between different local Muslim communities
in Europe. Drawing on various local and regional studies, Motadel
attempts to provide the framework of a comparative history of Islam
in modern western Europe. He concentrates on the institutionaliza-
tion and formal organization of these communities, particularly the
creation of (1) physical spaces (mosques); (2) legal spaces (associations
and organizations); and (3) communicative and intellectual spaces
(journals). The creation of these communities involved a transfer and
translation of codes, meanings, and organizing principles from one
place (Muslim countries) to another (western Europe). The purpose is
therefore to examine influences from home countries, as well as from
international Muslim organizations and networks. This contribution
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builds on original sources and enhances our understanding of diaspora
communities, cross-cultural migration and religious minorities in the
global age.

While David Motadel discusses the institutional global aspects of
Islam in western Europe, Nathalie Clayer studies the impact of the
transnational connections in building an “indigenous” Albanian and
European Islam in interwar Albania. In that building process of a
“national,” “European” and “modern” Islam in interwar Albania,
transnational networking activities played an important role. They
offered possibilities for the elaboration of a new corpus of religious
texts and, more widely, texts about Islam. Moreover, they provided
opportunities for the emergence of new religious leaders and thinkers.
These transnational connections mainly linked Muslims in Albania
with their coreligionists in Turkey, India, Egypt, and in Europe itself,
but also in the United States. Such networking activities were very
often based on personal exchanges, but also involved institutional
dimensions. These networks were not static; they have to be seen in
their interplay between their local, national, and transnational dimen-
sions. In the Albanian case, the multiplicity of networks activated by
local actors is striking.

In chapter 3, Richard van Leeuwen looks afresh at the question of
how the intensification of the interaction between Europe and the
Middle East during the nineteenth century contributed to the forma-
tion of migrant communities on both sides of the Mediterranean and
various kinds of transnational networks in the early twentieth century.
Religious scholars in the Muslim world were among the groups to be
most affected by such cross-border interactions. They were not only
involved in migration, but also became familiar with European soci-
eties through travel and studies. The growing interaction coincided
with and influenced efforts at reform that, especially in the second
half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, domi-
nated debates among the #/ama throughout the Islamic world. These
tendencies of increasing mobility and intensifying reform efforts were
deeply affected by French and British interventions in north African
and Middle Eastern affairs since the second half of the nineteenth
century. Van Leeuwen recounts the experiences of two #/ama travel-
ing from French North Africa to France in the early twentieth century
to analyze these interactions. Focusing on the scholars Muhammad
al-Wartatani and Muhammad ibn ’Abd al-Salam al-Sa’ih from Tunisia
and Morocco respectively, his study exposes the complexities of the
transnational networks that existed in the first half of the twentieth
century in relation to European expansion in the Maghreb.
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In chapter 4, G6tz Nordbruch draws on the intellectual contribu-
tions of Arab/Muslim scholars at the Institut de Droit Comparé in
Lyon, 1920-1939, to exemplify these intellectuals’ reasoning across
various legal traditions. As a case study of a particular group of
thinkers, his paper sheds light on an important facet of Arab-Islamic
intellectual networks and exchanges across the Mediterranean that
challenges established notions of distinct intellectual traditions. In
contrast to the claims to “cultural authenticity” and “distinct origins”
that had marked most contemporary political movements of this
period, many of these scholars drew on universalist understandings
of law and justice.

Umar Ryad discusses how Taqi al-Din al-Hilali (1894-1987), a
Salafi Muslim student, was able to build a successful career both in
German Orientalist milieus as well as in the Nazi German propa-
ganda institution Radio Berlin. This chapter places Hilali’s role in
Nazi Germany within a broader political and cultural context. In the
Nazi period, Germany hosted a significant number of foreign stu-
dents, among them many Arabs. This case study of Hilali’s German
period introduces a unique figure who was caught between two dif-
terent worlds, since he was subjected to National Socialism while also
strongly engaged in propagating anticolonial ideas and Salafi popu-
lism in the Muslim world. As we shall see, Hilali’s experience stands
for a telling example of what Peter Wien has called the “culpability
of exile”—“A moral dilemma that affects foreigners who take up resi-
dence in a villainous country such as Nazi Germany.”!?

While most papers discuss activities and aspirations of students
and intellectuals of Sunni origin, Mohammed al-Sulami, in contrast,
deals with Iranian self-exiled intellectuals who were active in a num-
ber of European countries, and Germany in particular. It shows how
twentieth-century Iranian nationalist groups in exile, particularly in
Europe, played an important role in the later modernization, secu-
larization, and reforms in Iran. Focusing on the journals Kaveh and
Iranshabr that were published in Berlin, this paper traces the chang-
ing intellectual visions of these exiled circles and relates them to con-
temporary intellectual discourses in Iran. As it becomes clear, these
two journals played a vital role in constructing and reconstructing
Iranian identity in modern times.

The differing political conditions in interwar Europe, in turn, pro-
foundly shaped Muslim politics in that era. In chapter 7, Humayun
Ansari analyzes a transnational case study at the intersection of Pan-
Islamism, colonialism, and radical politics in England. He argues that
in the late nineteenth century, Muslims in India as elsewhere became
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acutely aware of how the expansion of European power was increas-
ingly subjecting their coreligionists to Christian rule. Barkatullah
(1859-1927) was one of the Muslims who had adopted radical Pan-
Islamism to fight against Western control and the conquest of the
Islamic world. This chapter investigates this activist’s experience in
England as a seminal moment in the shaping of his ideological and
political development. Barkatullah’s political journey is located in the
context of late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’ global politics;
it provides valuable insights into Muslim sensibilities in the context of
European-Muslim encounters and places the struggle against colonial
rule in a wider transnational intellectual and political context.

In contrast to the other contributions, Ali Al Tuma does not focus
on social or political elites; instead, he investigates the history of
Moroccan soldiers in the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). His study
specifically examines the integration of these soldiers into the Spanish
army and the contacts that these troops developed with the Spanish
civilian population, as well as the policy practiced by the Spanish mili-
tary institutions in an effort to regulate the interaction of these cul-
turally different colonial troops with their environment in Spain.

The studies of this volume reflect a growing scholarly interest in
the history of Muslims in interwar Europe and their role in transna-
tional politics in that crucial period of world history. This collection
does not provide a comprehensive account that would cover Muslims’
experiences and trajectories in this period. As case studies that place a
particular emphasis on the transnational dimensions of these actors’
thoughts and actions, these studies provide important stimuli for a
rereading of the existing literature on European-Muslim encounters,
and for a reframing of its premises and underlying perspectives.
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CHAPTER 1

The Making of Muslim Communities in
Western Europe, 1914-1939

David Motadel

I. INTRODUCTION

Muslim presence in western Europe is not a recent phenomenon
resulting from the postcolonial and worker migrations of the 1950s
and 1960s. In most western European metropolises, Muslim life
flourished and was institutionalized for the first time during the
interwar period. In France, the Grande Mosquée de Paris was inau-
gurated in July 1926, immediately fuelling debates in London about
launching a similar project in the British capital. In 1928, the first
mosque opened in Berlin-Wilmersdorf. Muslims in western Europe
began to organize themselves, setting up institutions varying from
mosques and schools to cemeteries and publications.

Although there is a vast and rapidly growing body of literature
on Muslims in contemporary Europe, this research usually lacks a
historical perspective, generally containing little information about
the history of Islam in western European societies.! This is surpris-
ing given the profound research in the field over the last decade.?
The major historiographical problem is, however, that most of the
research done so far is scattered, limited to local and regional stud-
ies, and has so far not been connected. Addressing this problem, this
article is an attempt to provide the first comprehensive, though con-
cise, account of the history of Muslim life in western Europe before
World War II.

Most scholars perceive Muslim presence in western Europe as a
result of the labor and postcolonial mass migrations of the postwar
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period. It is certainly true that Islam became more visible in the
public sphere in western Europe as a result of Muslim mass immi-
gration to major European industrial countries in the second half
of the twentieth century. Another reason why only few studies have
addressed the issue is because their research has focused on national
or ethnic rather than religious categories, examining the histories of
Turks, Persians, Indians, or Arabs in countries like Germany, France,
and Great Britain.? The Muslim identities and Islamic practices of
these communities have been considered to be of secondary impor-
tance, outpaced by language, color, or nationality, which were seen
as the key signifiers of individual and collective difference. Looking
through the lens of religion, the following pages focus on the found-
ing of local Muslim communities in Germany, Great Britain, and
France during and after World War 1.

The making of these early Muslim communities was part of the
much wider historical phenomenon of migration and the emergence
of new minorities in the global age. Since the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, small minority groups started to appear
worldwide—Chinatowns in Hamburg or Chicago, Japanese commu-
nities in Hawaii or Sao Paolo, Russian groups in Shanghai or Helsinki
or, say, Lebanese communities in Senegal. Some of these groups
organized themselves not only on ethnic or national, but also on reli-
gious grounds—Sikh communities in Manchester, Buddhist groups
in Berlin or Muslim minorities in South Shields or Paris, for instance.
While much research has been done on ethnic diaspora communities
in the global age, we know less about the birth of these faith com-
munities during that time. These minority groups formed new kinds
of religious minorities, characterized by mobility and embedded in
global religious networks.

Indeed, the history of Muslim minority in interwar western
Europe is, after all, a history of global interconnection and mobil-
ity. Most of the religious minorities that have been studied, such as
Jews in Europe, Christians in the Middle East or Muslims in Russia,
India, or East Asia, have a long history within their majority societies.
Accordingly, religious minority history has been written primarily as
local (or national) history, addressing the relationship between minor-
ity and majority society. The presence of organized Muslim commu-
nities in western European countries is a relatively new phenomenon,
however, forming part of the worldwide integration processes that
began in the late nineteenth century. A history of Muslim communi-
ties in western Europe during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries is, first of all, a history of migration and settlement, the
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creation of Muslim space and the implementation of Muslim presence
in a non-Muslim environment. The making of these communities
involved a transfer of cultural practices, lifestyles, codes, meanings,
and organizing principles from one place (Muslim countries) to
another (western European cities). In the new setting, a unique and
hybrid Muslim space was created that was shaped both by the new,
non-Muslim environment and the wider Muslim world. Even in the
period following the actual settlement, these minorities maintained
international links.* In fact, Muslim minorities in interwar Europe
were characterized by a continuous flow of people and informa-
tion. Consequently, they cannot be studied as a local phenomenon,
shaped by their relationship with the majority society alone. Rather,
their study needs also to take into account influences from the wider
Islamic world. Furthermore, the few Muslim communities that did
take root in interwar Europe were also entangled with one another.

The following pages address the actual processes of formal organi-
zation and institutionalization of Muslim life in western Europe, as it
was shaped by both the majority society and the wider Islamic world.
The institutionalization of Muslim life, as reflected in the formal orga-
nization of Muslim communities, is a classic characteristic of Islamic
diaspora communities. In Islamic societies, the creation of distinctive
Muslim spaces was essentially unnecessary. In the diaspora, however,
the physical and legal place of minorities within the majority society
and state as well as the organization of religious life became crucial
issues. An institutional framework provided a safe space for religious
practices and rituals like feasts, marriages, or funerals.

The “making of Muslim space” will be discussed in three brief parts.®
First, the emergence of mosques as physical religious spaces; second,
the development of associations and organizations as legal spaces; and
finally, the construction of communicative and intellectual spaces,
expressed in Islamic newspapers and journals.

The scope of this chapter has limitations. First, it concerns only
those individuals who identified themselves as “Muslims.” Thus, it
draws on a cultural rather than a theological definition of “Muslim.”
Second, it concentrates primarily on Muslims who organized them-
selves in Islamic organizations and formed groups identifiably orga-
nized by religion within the majority society. “Muslim community” is
defined as a network of these individuals (often of diverse ethnic and
linguistic backgrounds) based on their common faith.¢ The following
pages will not concentrate on the many Muslims who had not con-
nected in religious groups, or who were not affiliated with any offi-
cial organization. To be sure, many Muslims were neither organized
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in a formal religious communities nor were they affiliated with any
official organization. Finally, the expression “Muslim diaspora” will
be used with reservation since the traditional and perhaps defining
characteristic of “diaspora” is a common geographic origin. Instead
of a common home country, Muslims of interwar western Europe
shared a more or less similar 7eligions background, at best forming
what could be called a “religious diaspora.”

II. Oricins

Although in the long durée Islamic globalization began as early as
in the late Middle Ages, in Europe Muslim presence occurred only
on the fringes of the continent.” In the early eighth century, Muslim
soldiers and settlers landed on the Iberian Peninsula and, soon after,
along the Mediterranean shores of other parts of Southern Europe.
In the early modern period, parts of the Ottoman-ruled Balkans
became Muslim. Tatar settlers brought Islam to the Baltic region.
In the heartlands of western Europe, though, there was no perma-
nent Muslim presence until the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.® The settlement of Muslim migrants at this time was the
result both of structural changes and events. Structurally, Muslim
immigration resulted from increasing globalization—especially of the
labor market, mobility, and European imperialism. Eventually, major
events—most notably World War I and, to a lesser extent, the Russian
Revolution and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire—caused increas-
ing migration and a period of formal organization of Muslim life in
western Europe.

In the late nineteenth century, Muslim migration to western Europe
was in large part connected with the empires. Colonial migration
brought Muslims to French and British seaports and capitals, whereas
Germany experienced relatively insignificant levels of Muslim immi-
gration. Still, the Muslim presence in all three countries was highly
atomized. The first clusters and networks of individuals emerged only
after 1918. In fact, the institutionalization of Islam was an immediate
result of the war, which brought thousands of Muslims to Europe. By
the early 1920s, more than 10,000 Muslims were living in Britain,
especially in Manchester, Liverpool, South Shields, Cardiff, and
London.? Most of them had a South Asian background, but many also
came from the Arab world and East Africa. They included industrial
workers and seafarers, like the legendary Yemeni and Somali sailors of
Cardiff and South Shields, as well as students and merchants. At the
same time, more than 100,000 Muslims, mostly from north Africa,
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now lived in France, particularly in Marseilles and Paris, and their
numbers were growing rapidly.! In Germany, a Muslim community
emerged among the prisoners of war in the camps at Wiinsdorf and
Zossen, towns close to Berlin, where more than 4,000 Muslim sol-
diers, who fought for the Entente armies, were detained.!! Some of
them, especially Tatars from Eastern Europe, stayed after the war.
In the interwar period, the numbers of Muslims in Berlin, the cen-
tre of Muslim life in Germany, were highly fluid, varying between
1,800 and 3,000.'2 Most of them were students, merchants, diplo-
mats, refugees, and political activists, coming from all parts of the
Muslim world. Even Islamic missionaries—most of them members
of the Ahmadiyya movement, an Indian Muslim sect—arrived in the
German capital, and also in other metropolises of western Europe,
during that time. In all three countries, the interwar years became a
formative period in regard to the formal organization and institution-
alization of Islamic life.

III. PuysicaL Spaces: BuiLpine MoOSQUES

The making of physical Muslim places, brick-and-mortar buildings,
which were clearly visible to the majority society, began during World
War L. In Britain, France, and Germany, the government authorities
mostly supported the creation of these Muslim spaces in order to
show their gratitude for Muslim support during the war.

In France, the first functional mosque was built by the military gov-
ernment in Nogent-sur-Marne, a small town near Paris, during World
War 113 Inaugurated by a military imam in April 1916, it was to serve
Muslim colonial soldiers who fought in the French army. Around the
same time, another centre of Muslim soldiers from northern Africa
emerged in the Mediterranean town of Fréjus in Southeast France.'*
The so-called Camp de Cais was not closed after the war, and thou-
sands of Muslims remained there, and in 1928, on the initiative of
the Muslim officer Abd el-Kader Madenba, they built the Mosquée
“Missirs” de Fréjus. The centre of Muslim life in interwar France, how-
ever, became Paris. On July 15, 1926, the French president Gaston
Doumergue opened the Grande Mosquée de Paris, situated on the
Left Bank in the fifth arrondisement facing the Jardin des Plantes.'®
Again, the mosque was built as a sign of gratitude to Muslims soldiers
for their loyalty in the war. It included a library, a hamam, study and
conference rooms, and a restaurant. The prayer hall of the mosque was
only to be used by Muslims, creating an exclusive Islamic space in the
French capital. Headed by the charismatic French-Algerian religious
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leader and civil servant Si Kaddour Benghabrit, the mosque quickly
became a religious and cultural centre of Muslims in Paris. The mas-
sive support the project received from the secular French republic,
particularly the Quai d’Orsay, provoked jokes that Muslims were
treated better by the authorities than Christians. Unsurprisingly, the
mosque evoked bitter protest from Catholic and right-wing national-
ists of the Action Fran¢aise.'® In the 1930s, finally, a fourth mosque
was planned for Marseilles, a town hosting the second largest Muslim
population in France at that time.!” Due to various political strug-
gles, however, the project was not realized before the outbreak of
World War II. Only in 1942, for strategic and political reasons, Vichy
authorities started a new initiative to build the mosque, but before
these plans could become more concrete, Anglo-American troops
marched into southern France.

In Germany, the first mosque was opened in the prisoner of war
camp in Wiinsdorf in July 1915."® The imperial government was at
pains to provide good conditions and to ensure that the prisoners
could follow their religious customs, as German officials hoped to
recruit them into their own armies. As in Fréjus, some prisoners,
especially Tatars, sometimes joined by their families, remained in the
“Muslim village” of the camp after the war. The Wiinsdorf mosque
served the growing Muslim community in Berlin as a prayer room
until it became dilapidated and was closed down in 1924. Afterward,
Muslims used a number of provisional places for worship, as described
by the German convert Chalid Albert Seiler-Chan:

After the closure of the Wiinsdorf Mosque, celebratory services were
held at various locations in greater Berlin, including at Schlofl Wannsee,
the Humboldthaus, the Orientalische Club, the Hindustanhaus, the
Tiergartenhof, as well as on the rooftop of the observatory in Treptow.
Spread out before the pious Muslims at this naturally beautiful place
lay the world city of Berlin, framed by Treptow Park and by the green
squares of fields, bordered by meadows and forests. Nature’s book of
revelation was opened before the eyes of the praying men and women,
and shimmered green in the holy colour of Islam, a carpet of Allah.'?

Finally, in April 1925, the prayer hall of a new mosque on the
Fehrbelliner Platz in Berlin’s Wilmersdorf district was inaugurated.?’
The mosque was opened in March 1928. Proposed and financed by
the Lahori branch of the Abmadiyya, it soon became the centre for
all Muslims living in Berlin during the interwar period. In fact, the
founders of the mosque tried hard to make sure that the building
provided an ecumenical centre for all Muslims in Berlin. Sticking
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out in the neighborhood of Wilmersdorf, the German press showed
immense interest in the building and its worshippers.?!

The initial purpose of the Berlin mosque was to support the mis-
sionary work of the Abmadiyya in Germany. In the eyes of many
who wished to promote Islam in western Europe, Germany seemed
to provide the most fertile soil. In May 1922, the Mobammadan,
a major English-language newspaper in British India, underlined this
view in an article entitled “The Need for the Propagation of Islam in
Germany”™:

Among all the countries of Europe, there does not appear to be as much
scope for the propagation of Islam as there is in Germany. She suffered
defeat in the War, and now she is seriously thinking of re-building her
future course in order to usher in a new era of peace and prosperity.
Everyone here is convinced that rebirth is not possible without follow-
ing true religion. Christianity has met with complete failure. Germany
is in a much better position to reach to the core of the veritable reality
underlying false and baseless propaganda...Germany is the centre of
Europe and to achieve success here will have very healthy influence
on the neighbouring countries...I am writing my observations after
studying current events in Germany. And thus I feel that I would be
disloyal to Islam if I did not inform the Indian Muslims of this great
opportunity for propagating Islam in this country.??

The author of the article was the Indian political activist and Islamic
scholar Abdus Sattar Kheiri who, together with his older brother,
Abdul Jabbar Kheiri, played a leading role in the organization of
Muslims in the German capital in the ecarly 1920s. Not members of
the Abmadiyya, however, they soon fiercely opposed the foundation
of the Wilmersdorf mosque, though without success. Next to the
mosque were built a community hall and a residential building for
the imam. The first imam of the mosque became the Indian Maulana
Sadr ud-Din, who, prior to his stay in Germany, had worked at the
mosque in Woking, near London.?? In fact, the Woking mosque had
served as an example for the Berlin mission.

In Britain, the organization of community life around mosques
also began after World War 1. The only serious attempt to establish
an organized Muslim congregation before the war had been made
in Liverpool, where the eccentric British convert, Henry William
(Abdullah) Quilliam, had founded a mosque as early as in 1891.%*
Dependent on its founder’s work and funding, the Liverpool congre-
gation fell into decline when Quilliam left Britain in 1908. Following
World War I, attempts to build mosque communities were more
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successful. The most important mosque in interwar Britain became
the Shah Jahan Mosque in Woking.?® The picturesque building on
149 Oriental Road had been constructed in the late nineteenth cen-
tury by the famous Orientalist and convert Gottlieb Wilhelm Leitner,
who had run it like a private club. Then, in 1913, the Lahori branch
of the Abmadiyya movement, represented by the Indian barrister
Khwaja Kamal ud-Din, bought the building and, after the war, built
an additional prayer house, and successfully turned the mosque into a
centre of religious practice in Britain. In October 1926, the Qadiani
branch of the Ahmadiyya opened a small prayer house in London—
the so-called Fazl Mosque. As in Berlin, the congregation of Woking
too was at pains to strengthen the nonsectarian character of their
mosque. Their vision was to build an organized Muslim community
in Britain. Yet, London itself still lacked a major mosque comparable
to the Paris mosque. In the British capital, Muslims had to meet for
prayer in provisional prayer rooms, like the so-called London Muslim
Prayer House on Campden Hill Road. The opening of the Grande
Mosquée de Parisin 1926, though, encouraged Muslim dignitaries in
Britain to promote a similar project in London.2¢ Initially, the peti-
tioners were successful. In the same year, as a temporary measure,
three houses in the Stepney district were converted into a mosque,
fundraising was intensified and, in 1928, even a site in Kensington
was purchased. In the end, however, the plans to set up a Kensington
mosque never materialized. During World War 11, however, with the
support of the Churchill war cabinet, the East London Mosque was
inaugurated.?” Moreover, in 1944, the British government granted
land and money for the building of the London Central Mosque
in Regent’s Park.?® Both projects were heavily instrumentalized by
British war propaganda in the Muslim world. In contrast to Germany
and France, no mosques were built in the provinces, although in the
port cities of Cardiff and South Shields prayer rooms were established
in Arab boarding houses.?’ Here, the Yemeni and Somali sailors were
organized under the auspices of the Yemeni religious scholar Sheikh
Abdullah Ali al-Hakimi of the A/awiyya Sufi order, who had gained
experience in organizing Muslim exile communities in Marseilles
and Rotterdam before arriving in Britain in 1936. Al-Hakimi set up
zawiyas with prayer rooms and bathrooms for ablutions, providing the
first properly institutionalized spaces of worship in these European
port cities.

In western Europe, the newly built mosques and prayer houses
became the lynchpins of the new Muslim communities. Their cultural
function went far beyond functioning as mere places of worship. They
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became cultural centers, connecting Muslim individuals within the
European metropolises and port cities. Scholars of Islam in contem-
porary western European societies have described this diaspora phe-
nomenon as “mosque culture.”3® Whereas the communities in France
were religiously (and ethnically) fairly homogenous, the mosques
of London and Berlin united Muslims from various religious back-
grounds in a kind of ecumenical union.

The building of mosques in western Europe involved a transfer
of architectural style, cultural meaning, and iconography.®! In their
urban environment, the buildings clearly stuck out. The Wiinsdorf
mosque, for instance, was modeled after the tamous Dome of the Rock
in Jerusalem, an Islamic shrine built in the Umayyad style in the centre
of the Al Agsa Mosque, whereas the mosque of Berlin-Wilmersdorf,
with its two 32-metre minarets, was clearly influenced by its Indian
creators.?? Designed by a German architect, it was constructed in the
style of Mughal burial buildings. According to the German convert
Albert Seiler-Chan, its architecture was influenced by the Taj Mahal
of Agra. To ordinary Berlin citizens it soon became known as the
“Jewel Box” (“Schmuckkistchen”). The same label would certainly
be appropriate to describe the Woking mosque, which was built by
the Victorian architect William Isaac Chambers in the style of Indian
koubbas as well.3® The French mosques differed entirely from those in
Berlin and London, reflecting the different backgrounds of Muslims
in France. The mosque of Fréjus was more or less a replica of the
Great Mosque of Djenné in Mali, which had been built after the turn
of the twentieth century and remains the world’s largest mud brick
building.3* Like its African model, the Fréjus mosque had an open
interior and was made entirely of red mud brick and mud mortar.
Similarly, the Paris mosque was heavily influenced by north African
architecture. Again, the mosque was planned and constructed by
European architects.?® It was patterned after the madrasas of Fez, par-
ticularly the famous Bou Inania Madrasa, built in the fourteenth cen-
tury. Finally, also the architecture of the planned mosque in Marseilles
was intended to reflect the culture of north African Islam.3¢

The mosques became the clearest markers of physical Muslim
space. Often, their territory was also marked by other Islamic symbols
such as flags or banners. In 1934, for instance, on the occasion of
the death of the German president Paul von Hindenburg, the local
Berlin papers reported that “the green banner of the prophet” with
“mourning bands” was flown “at half-mast” on the mosque at the
Fehrbelliner Platz.%” In fact, this episode also hints at another dimen-
sion of the mosques—their political significance.
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The newly founded mosques were frequently transformed into dip-
lomatic places. From the European perspective, they were a symbol of
the worldwide Muslim community, representing Islam in Germany,
Britain, and France. As imaginative cultural bridges to the Muslim
world, European governments were eager to make political use of the
buildings. Diplomats, heads of state, and religious dignitaries from
across the Muslim world all made a point of attending the mosques
during their visits to the West. During the interwar period, the visitors
to the Berlin mosque included the princes of Hyderabad, the Emir of
Afghanistan, the Lebanese Druze prince Shakib Arslan, and the Aga
Khan who visited Berlin in his role as the president of the League of
Nations in 1937.3% A year carlier, in 1936, the Nazi regime had made
extensive use of the Wilmersdorf mosque during the Olympic Games,
when the building welcomed Muslim athletes. And when the Grande
Mosquée opened in Paris, the French president received Sultan Yusef
of Morocco.?’ Delegations from the sultan of Morocco, the maharaja
of Kapurthala, Constantinople, and Angora were among the guests
present during the festivities that surrounded the laying of the founda-
tion stone in 1922.4% In 1930, the Albanian ambassador Ilyas Vrioni
used the Paris Mosque as a stage to proclaim the secularist Zogist
state as “a fortress of the Islamic traditions in Europe.”! In Woking,
the Aga Khan, Amir Faisal of Saudi Arabia, King Faruq of Egypt,
and chiefs from northern Nigeria attended services at the mosque.*?
The mosques became part of the international diplomatic stage. They
became political buildings, buildings that were ultimately used in pro-
paganda efforts during World War II by both Axis and Allies.*3

Although they were the most important physical markers of Islam,
mosques were not the only Muslim buildings constructed in interwar
western Europe. In March 1935, sponsored by the state, a Muslim
hospital, L’Hépital Franco-Musulman (since 1978, Hopital Avicenne)
opened in Bobigny, near Paris.** It included a prayer room and, from
1937, an adjoining Islamic cemetery. Burial places, in fact, became
another major physical sign of Muslim presence in interwar western
Europe. Like mosques, Islamic graveyards were highly symbolic places.*®
Characterized by distinctively shaped and decorated gravestones,
which were directed toward Mecca, they provided not only a territory
for burial, but also for funerary rites and rituals of remembrance. Prior
to World War I, Muslims who died in France, Germany, or Britain
were usually buried in Christian graveyards. Between 1914 and 1918,
Islamic cemeteries for Muslim soldiers were laid out in all three coun-
tries. In France, a number of Muslim graveyards were founded in the
Parisian area, in Bagneux, Pantin, Ivry, and one close to the newly
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constructed mosque in Nogent-sur-Marne.*® On the burial place site
in Nogent-sur-Marne a kounbba, inscribed with two verses from the
Koran (sura 3, verse 169 and 170), was built in 1919.#” The founding
of the Islamic site in Nogent-sur-Marne was a direct response to the
construction of the German mosque in the Wiinsdorf prisoner camp.
The camps in Wiinsdorf and Zossen, in fact, also included a Muslim
cemetery.*® Germany’s first Muslim graveyard, though, had already
opened in 1866 in Berlin’s Neukolln district, as a gesture from the
German emperor to Constantinople, allowing the Ottoman sultan
to bury his diplomats in Prussia.*’ Yet, it was not until the interwar
period that the graveyard became more widely used by Muslims, and,
between 1921 and 1922, a German architect, assigned by the Turkish
embassy in Berlin, even constructed a small prayerhouse on the site.
As in France and Germany, British authorities also established an
Islamic cemetery during World War 1.°° Intended for the burial of
colonial soldiers, it was laid out in close proximity to the Woking
mosque. In 1937, finally, a year after his arrival in Britain, al-Hakimi
managed to convince the local authorities to create a Muslim section
in Harton cemetery in South Shields.?!

IV. LecaL Spaces: EsTABLISHING
AssociATiONs AND ORGANIZATIONS

Muslim life in interwar Europe was not only characterized by mosque-
building projects, but also by the emergence of various associations,
clubs, and unions that organized Muslims according to membership,
statutes, rules, and hierarchies. This was a new phenomenon, one
that had not existed before 1914. The creation of these legal spaces
within the majority society had at least two functions. First, formal
organizations were used to represent Muslims and to defend their
causes in the non-Muslim state. Moreover, the organizational frame-
work held the community together, generating a cultural island, a
space for Muslim religious practice, debate, and sociability. Generally,
Muslims in non-Muslim societies tended to be more organized than
in Muslim countries. We can therefore hardly describe the making
of Islamic legal spaces in simple terms of cultural transfer. Islamic
organizations were hybrid constructs, combining Islamic purposes
with European forms of organization. This phenomenon was most
prevalent in Germany, where German Vereinskultur fused with Islam.
Most Muslim groups there were registered as “eingetragener Verein,”
a standard designation in the German legal framework. Even a Berlin
Sufi group became registered as Sufi Order e.V.
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In Berlin, the “Islamic Community of Berlin” (Islamische Gemeinde
zu Berlin e.V.), founded by Abdul Jabbar Kheiri in April 1922, became
an carly centre of organized Muslim life.>? In 1927, the community
opened the “Islam Institute of Berlin” (Islam Institut zu Berlin).>3
Attempts by diplomats of the embassies from several Muslim coun-
tries to organize Berlin’s Muslims within a “Society for Islamic
Worship” (Verein fiir Islamische Gottesverelhrung), led by the former
Ottoman officer Zeki Kiram, were unsuccessful.®* In the mid-1920s,
the Abmadiyya mission established the “Muslim Community”
(Moslemische Gemeinschaft), later renamed “German-Muslim Society”
(Deuntsch-Moslemische Gesellschaft), which was the official organization
of the Wilmersdorf mosque.>® Although it was met with some suspicion
by Berlin’s Muslims, especially the group around the Kheiri brothers,
the “German-Muslim Society” largely succeeded in uniting Muslims
from various backgrounds in an ecumenical union. Nevertheless, ten-
sions between the “Islamic Community of Berlin” and the “German-
Muslim Society” remained unresolved. Throughout the 1920s and
1930s, various smaller Muslim groups also founded organizations
and associations, which, however, often did not comprise more than
a dozen members, such as the Berlin Sufi group (Sufi Orden e.V.), the
“Society for the Support of Muslim Students from Russia” (Verein
zur Unterstiitzung der muslimischen Studenten aus Rufland) and
the Islamic student union Islamin Studentenvereinigung of Frederick
William University (today Humboldt University).?® Given that the
Muslim community in Germany was smaller by far than that in France
or Britain, the extent of the formal organization of Islam in Germany
is remarkable. The year 1933 had no significant effect on the Islamic
associations. Although they were now closely monitored by the Nazi
regime, Islamic organizations were not restricted.”” In France, by
comparison, Muslims organized themselves into fewer associations,
most notably the “Islamic Institute” (Institut Musulman), which was
opened by Benghabrit in a Paris apartment close to the Place de la
Concorde during World War I, and a number of smaller societies that
had emerged since the beginning of the century, such as the Paris-
based Fraternité Musulmane®® In the 1930s, French authorities
anxiously observed the members of the Islamic reformist Association
des Oulémas Musulmans Algériens, which had founded educational
and discussion groups.* In Britain, too, there was no all-encompassing
association like the “German-Muslim Society.”®® Shortly after the
outbreak of World War I, the “British Muslim Society” was set up
under the patronage of Lord Headley, an influential British convert.
Headley cooperated closely with the Woking mission, conferring a
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great deal of prestige on the Ahmadiyya institution. After World War
I, other influential associations emerged: the “Islamic Society,” led
by the Cambridge-educated barrister Maulvi Abdul Majid, and the
“Western Islamic Association,” headed by the British convert Khalid
Sheldrake. Both had links to the Woking mosque, but also branched
out to the British seaports. Moreover, smaller groups, such as the
“Muslim Literary Society” were established. In the 1930s, Sheikh
Abdullah Ali al-Hakimi institutionalized his Alawiyya Sufi zawi-
yas as “Zaouia Islamia Allawouia Religious Society of the United
Kingdom.”

It is remarkable that for so many exile groups, religion remained
a key notion of identification. Some, of course, joined or grouped
themselves into nonreligious organizations, which were often nation-
alist or organized along ethnic lines and at times even openly dis-
missed religion. In Britain, for instance, national associations such as
the Somali Club, the Arab Club, the Indian Workers Association or
the All-India Union of Seamen included Muslim members, who were
not necessarily organized in religious organizations. On the occasion
of the inauguration of the Wilmersdorf mosque in Berlin, a group of
Egyptian nationalists distributed pamphlets denouncing the mosque
as a “nest of spies” before they were arrested by the Berlin police.!
Kemalist groups in the German capital clashed with Muslims of the
“Islamic Community of Berlin” following the abolishment of the
caliphate in March 1924.2 In Paris, the nationalist Algerian L’Etoile
Nord-Africaine vehemently criticized the foundation of the Grand
Mosquée as an act of French colonial propaganda, and denounced
the lavish inauguration as “mosquée-réclame.”® Still, compared with
national organizations, the number of religious associations that were
founded in interwar western Europe is striking.

Eventually, several of these local Muslim organizations became
trans-locally connected. Moreover, French, British, and German
Muslim associations were often well-embedded within transnational
Islamic organizations that had been emerging since the late nine-
teenth century. The Abmadiyya branches in India, for example,
influenced the activities of the missions in both Woking and Berlin-
Wilmersdorf. In 1932, a Berlin section of the Islamic World Congress
was opened.®* Around the same time, a vehement controversy erupted
among German and Italian Muslim students over the question
whether the centre of the European Muslim Student League should
be located in Berlin or in Rome. The most important transnational
event for European Muslims during that period was certainly the
European Muslim Congress, held in Geneva in August 1935, where
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Muslim activists from various western European capitals promoted a
cosmopolitan sense of Muslim solidarity.®® Organized by the Geneva-
based Muslim émigré circle around Shakib Arslan, the congress was
the first attempt to gather under one roof these local activists from
across the continent.

Overall, German, French, and British authorities dealt quite benev-
olently with Muslim attempts to organize themselves in associations.
In the eyes of many European officials, dealing with the Muslim
minority could have direct influence on their country’s relationship
with the wider Muslim world. European governments regularly took
foreign policy implications into consideration when dealing with
their Muslim minorities. Consequently, policies toward the Muslim
minorities were made not only at the municipal, but often even at a
national level, at the foreign ministries and colonial offices. It was the
Quai d’Orsai, the Auswirtiges Amt, the Colonial Office or the India
Office, rather than the offices of the interiors, which were involved in
issues regarding the Muslim organizations. The files on the “Islamic
world” of the German Foreign Office, for instance, contain signifi-
cant numbers of documents on the Muslim community in Berlin.%®
Overall, the state played a major role in shaping Muslim communities
in interwar western Europe, granting permission for buildings and
associations, and at times even supporting them financially.

V. COMMUNICATIVE AND INTELLECTUAL SPACES:
CREATING JOoURNALs AND A Musrim PusLic

Finally, the interwar period witnessed the spread of Islamic news-
papers and journals throughout western Europe. Through them,
Muslims attempted to create an Islamic public within their majority
societies and connect Muslim individuals within imagined and now
fomenting Muslim communities. In fact, journals were perceived to
be crucial instruments of community building by their publishers.

In Britain, two Muslim journals had already been in circulation
in the 1890s—the weekly The Crescent (*1893) and the monthly
The Islamic World (*1893), both founded by William Quilliam’s
Liverpool congregation.®” During the interwar period, a number of
new papers appeared, among them the widely read Islamic Review
(*1913), published by the Woking mission, and smaller publications
like the so-called Sufi Magazine (*1915).% The Islamic press also
flourished in the French capital, exemplified, for instance, by the
journals France-Islam: Revue Mensuelle Illustrée des Pays de POrient
et de Plslam (*1923), Al-Islam: Jowrnal d’Information et d’Education
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(*1930) and Chroniques Breves: Informations Mensuelles de ln Revue
en Terre d’Islam (*1938). During World War 1, the French govern-
ment had authorized a French Muslim paper, as had the Germans,
who distributed the journals A/-Jihad (Holy War) (*1915) and Jaridat
Al-Asara Mata Halbmondlager (Camp Paper of the Halbmondlager)
(*1916) among its Muslim prisoners of war.%® Most Muslim papers in
the 1920s and 1930s were published in Berlin, the intellectual hub
of European Islam.”® In fact, more than a dozen periodicals explicitly
labeled “Islamic” were created during that time, although most of
them were relatively short lived. They included not only Islam: Ein
Wegweiser zur Rettunyg und zum Wiederaufban (*1922) of Kheiri’s
“Islamic Community of Berlin” and the famous Die Moslemische
Revue (*1924) of the Abmadiyya mission, but also titles like Liwa-
el-Islam (Banner of Islam) (*1921), Azadi Sharq (Freedom of the
East) (*1921), Die Islamische Gegenwart: Monatszeitschrift fiir die
Zeitgeschichte des Islam (*1927), Islam-Echo (*1927), and the Muslim
student journal Der Islamische Student (*1927). For a short period of
time, Muslims in Berlin even published the English-language papers
The Crescent: The Only Muslim Organ in Europe (*1923) and The
Muslim Standard (*1924), which distinctly targeted a European
Muslim audience.

According to the pretensions and conceptions of their makers, the
journals were intended to reach a readership beyond the orbit of local
communities, connecting Muslims from all over western Europe
and linking them to the heartlands of the Islamic world. In many
respects, the journals reflected an emerging Islamic international-
ism, which was particularly promoted by Muslims in Europe. Indeed,
among diaspora groups, the imagined global umma seemed to be
more important as a reference point than it was in the Islamic world
itself. This is reflected in the journals’ languages, their subjects, their
contributors, and their distribution. Most of them were published in
European—some in non-European—Ilanguages. A number of papers
contained articles in different languages. They frequently discussed
global Muslim issues, such as the caliphate question, Pan-Islamic
anti-imperialism, or the Palestine conflict. For instance, authors of
Die Moslemische Revue included international religious figures like
Muhammad Ali of Lahore; similarly, the imam of the Berlin mosque,
Maulana Sadr-ud-Din, also wrote in London’s Islamic Review. Both
publications advertised in each other. Finally, many of these journals
were available in various European metropolises and beyond. The
German publications Liwa-el-Islam and Azadi-Sharg were distrib-
uted in India, Iran, Egypt, Dubai, Qatar, Oman, and the Najd.”!
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Already, at the turn of the century, the first British-Islamic paper The
Crescent had subscribers in India, Turkey, China, the United States,
Egypt, Switzerland, Morocco, West Africa, Germany, New Zealand,
Afghanistan, Iran, Australia, Syria, and Canada.”? Clearly, the history
of these new local religious minorities was also a global history.

CONCLUSION

The emergence of Muslim minority communities in western Europe
in the interwar years continues to be a fruitful field of historical
inquiry. Although the previous pages have focused on the minorities
of France, German, and Britain, future research may examine the
history of Muslim communities in other parts of interwar western
Europe. Although in countries like Italy, Belgium, or the Netherlands
the first mosques were only built after World War 11, they were still
home to considerable Muslim minorities before the war.”® In the suc-
cessor states of the Danube Monarchy, Islam had already been insti-
tutionalized long before World War I. Ultimately, the further study of
the history of these Muslim minorities will contribute more generally
to our understanding of diaspora communities, cross-cultural migra-
tion, and religious minorities in the global age.
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CHAPTER 2

Transnational Connections and
the Building of an Albanian and

European Islam in Interwar Albania

Nathalie Clayer

When speaking about Muslims in Europe, one generally focuses on
Muslims in western Europe, ignoring the case of their coreligionists
living in northern, eastern, and southeastern Europe. In this part
of the continent, Muslims represent a large group of people formed
during the Ottoman period as the result of migrations and conver-
sions. The end of the Ottoman rule—which occurred at different
periods of time in the different regions—caused the death (during
conflicts) and departure of many Muslims, flying to the remaining
parts of the Ottoman Empire, for religious and sociopolitical rea-
sons. However, despite these significant waves of migration, large
communities of Muslims remained in Serbia, Montenegro, and in
the Austro-Hungarian province of Bosnia-Herzegovina (after World
War I these territories being included into the Yugoslav kingdom,
together with the present territory of Macedonia and Kosova). Large
groups of Muslims also remained in Bulgaria, and to a lesser extent
in Greece and Romania, while the Albanian state was the only state
formed (1912-1913) in the region having a Muslim majority, with
approximately 70 percent of the total population.

With the creation of these new states during the nineteenth century
and at the beginning of the twentieth century, the new political author-
ities generally tried to control and nationalize the Islamic hierarchies,
and western Europe (sometimes also Russia) became a pole of attrac-
tion for some segments of the local population. However, until WWI,
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this did not prevent the Balkan Muslims from remaining strongly
attached to Istanbul and the sultan-caliph. After the abolition of the
sultanate and the caliphate, and the creation of the Turkish Republic
in 1923, the horizon of the Balkan Muslims was considerably trans-
formed. Connections with the new Turkish republic were not totally
cut: waves of migration continued to mark the fate of many Muslims
from southeastern Europe, and Kemalism had a noticeable impact on
both Muslims and Balkan state authorities. Transformations in Turkey
as well as the policies of nationalization that were implemented by
authoritarian or quasi-authoritarian regimes in the region during this
period generally coincided with attempts to institutionalize Islam and
to nationalize the administration of Islam. Yet, Muslims also had to
cope with the quasi-abolition of higher Islamic education in Turkey
and to adapt themselves to new national and international networks
involved in the diffusion of Islamic (and non-Islamic) knowledge; such
adaptation was framed by the possibilities and the constraints they
encountered in daily life, at different levels (micro and macro), in soci-
eties where Christians were the majority and where nation-building
processes were marked by a wish to de-Ottomanize and de-Islamize
the public sphere in order to Europeanize it.

In the Albanian case, in spite of a Muslim majority in the population,
the nation-building process was characterized by similar attempts to
institutionalize and nationalize the Islamic institutions. Moreover,
the fact that the majority of the population was Muslim led some
political and religious actors not only to try to Albanianize, but also
to “Europeanize” and “modernize” Islam in the country.! For this,
they used transnational connections to Muslims in Turkey and western
Europe, and even in India and Egypt.

To understand this phenomenon, I analyze in this chapter the
reconfiguration of transnational connections of Muslim actors in
Albania that aimed at shaping Islam in the country in the 1920s and
1930s. Beginning with a study of publications and education policies
of the leaders of the Albanian Islamic institutions during that period,
this chapter decenters the approach and exemplarily investigates the
activities of prominent independent Albanian Muslim scholar Hafiz
Abdullah Zémblaku, an active propagator of Islam through booklets
and training courses for young Muslims.?

Tracing back the transnational connections in question faces some
major obstacles, most prominently the lack of sources (diaries, cor-
respondence, etc.). Contrary to studies on Islamic networks in earlier
periods,? this study also accounts for impersonal connections created
by the diffusion of printed matter (periodicals and books), which
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fostered the circulation of ideas, facts, and images within the Islamic
world during the interwar period.*

I. From OTTOMAN IsLamic NETWORKS TO THE
BuiLbping oF ALBANIAN IsLamic INSTITUTIONS

In post-Ottoman Albania (i.e. after 1912-1913), Islam became more
deeply institutionalized. The first step toward reorganization was
made during the Austro-Hungarian occupation of two-thirds of the
new Albanian territory between 1916 and 1918, on the model of the
administration in Bosnia-Herzegovina. The position of great mufti
was created and a Sharia High Council was formed with the great
mufti and two other ulamas, on the model of the ulama-medzlis of
Sarajevo, in order to administer the Islamic cult in the whole occupied
zone with the help of three regional qadi-muftis in Shkodér, Elbasan,
and Berat. With the re-creation of the Albanian state after the Peace
Conference in 1920, new national institutions were set up, with their
centre in Tirana. Continuities to the previous institutional settings
were important. The three members of the high council remained
at the top of the religious hierarchy until 1924, the great mufti until
1929. From 1923 onward, some lay Muslims entered these institu-
tions (they already were involved in the administration of the wagfs).
After 1929 and a third congress, new statuses were elaborated and
the position of head of the Islamic institutions was given to a layman,
a lawyer.%

During this period, as a result of internal and external dynamics,
a heterogeneous group of Muslims (clerics and laymen) formed the
nucleus of the Albanian Islamic institutions, supposed to administer
and control the diffusion and the practice of Islam in the country;
yet, for various reasons, these representatives of official Islam had dif-
ficulty imposing themselves on the whole Islamic sphere. Cooperation
between these representatives, and with the political authorities,
was tense and often subject to conflicts over objectives and defini-
tion of the religious policies. While Muslim leaders agreed with state
attempts to nationalize Islam, and to use it for both modernization
and social control purposes, they opposed political authorities when
they attempted to reduce the prerogatives of Islamic institutions and
the place of Islam in the society.® Their main efforts were directed
toward the training of new clerics and the diffusion of an Islamic
education and Islamic values among the Muslim of the countries (in
1928-1929, with the introduction of the civil code, they lost their
prerogative in the field of family law).
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In this regard, their positions and strategies—which were not
univocal—toward the state, Islam and its institutions shifted accord-
ing to time and context.” In many instances, their discourses and
approaches were influenced by transnational contacts with the wider
Muslim world and resources this gave to them.

As a result of their training and careers, most of the first official
Muslim actors in the 1920s and at the beginning of the 1930s had
been part of Ottoman networks. They had generally been trained
first in their native villages and towns and later on in Istanbul, the
Ottoman capital. They had then begun their careers as wulamas
(miiderris, qadi, or mufti) in their home country or in different places
of the empire. Some of them had a mixed—religious and secular—
training, again linking many of them to Istanbul. These careers are
illustrated by the following personalities: Vehbi Dibra, the great
mufti, born in 1867, had studied in Dibér, his hometown, and then
in Istanbul. He became a mufti in Dibér, like his father. Later, he
was appointed head of the Albanian Islamic hierarchy with its cen-
tre successively in Vloré (1913-1914), in Shkodér (1916-1919) and
then in Tirana (1919-1929).% Hafiz Ali Kor¢a was born in Kor¢é in
1873. After his studies in the local gymnasium, he went to Istanbul to
study at the university where he learned Arabic, Persian, French, and
Islamic sciences, before returning to the Albanian province and work-
ing in different educational and religious institutions.” Born in 1860
in Libohova—now in southern Albania—not far from Gjirokastra,
Vejsel Naili had studied in the madrasas of Libohova, Gjirokastra,
and Janina, before frequenting the new school of qadis (the Mekteb-i
niivvab) in Istanbul. He was then appointed qadi in the Arab prov-
inces, in the Balkans, in Anatolia, and then again in the Balkans.!?
Salih Vugitérni, the director of the Waqfs, born in 1880 in present
Kosovo, had studied at a lyceum and later followed theological stud-
ies in Istanbul. Even Behxhet Shapati, who was born in Vloré and
succeeded to Vehbi Dibra at the head of the Islamic Community,
studied law in Istanbul.'!

In the light of such careers, the intellectual horizon of most offi-
cial Islamic leaders—as difterent as they could be from one person to
another—had been shaped by the Ottoman educational network (reli-
gious and secular), by the religious and secular life in late Ottoman
Istanbul, and by ideas conveyed by Ottoman newspapers and books
that were circulating in the Ottoman realm. Turning again to the
example of Hafiz Ali Kor¢a: in Istanbul and the Balkans, in the first
years of the twentieth century he had written in different Ottoman
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and Albanianist newspapers. In 1909, he published an article on the
much-needed reforms of madrasas in the Istanbul-based reformist
journal, Strat-i miistakim.'?> Even after the end of Ottoman rule, he
continued reading Turkish Islamist newspapers. A booklet he wrote
in 1925 to denounce Bolshevism as the destruction of humanity
shows that his arguments were largely inspired by information and
ideas transmitted by the Istanbul based journal Sebiliirresad.’® The
Turkish journal was also one of the resources for the elaboration of
the official journal of the Albanian Islamic institutions, Zani i nalté
(The supreme voice), to which he was one of the main contributors.'*

The geopolitical changes engendered by the Balkan wars, World
War I, and the end of the Ottoman Empire contributed to the trans-
formation of the horizons of these people. The evolutions, as we shall
see, present important discontinuities, but also continuities.

There were discontinuities, mainly because of the changes in
Turkey itself. The abolition of the caliphate, but above all the closing
down of the madrasasin 1924, pushed the Albanian Muslims toward
a reorientation. At least for higher Islamic education, leaders of the
new Albanian institutions and parents had to send their students to
other Islamic centers. On the Albanian side, ofticial spiritual connec-
tions with centers abroad were hindered by state authorities. Already
in 1923, before the abolition of the Ottoman caliphate, the Albanian
Muslims had proclaimed their independence and had built up sover-
eign religious institutions. Official contacts with foreign institutions
were forbidden: in 1926, when the shaykh of al-Azhar invited the
Albanian Islamic institutions to send a delegation for the caliphate
congress to be held in Cairo, the Ministry of Justice did not give the
authorization, arguing that the election for a caliph was not a Sharia
prescription and that the Albanian institutions were autocephalous.
In 1931, Albanian muftis were asked to decline the invitation to the
Jerusalem Congress. Similarly, in 1935, no delegate represented the
Muslims of Albania at the Geneva Congress.'®

Yet, these restrictions did not mean that the Albanian Islamic
leaders were unconnected to the external Muslim world. To provide
higher Islamic education or to quickly build up an Islamic corpus in
the Albanian language (a relatively new written language in which
only a few Islamic catechisms, Mevluds, and booklets for the time
of the Ramadan existed), they extensively drew on outside resources.
Due to the changes in Turkey, their networks were increasingly reori-
ented toward the Ahmadi network in India and Europe, as well as
toward Cairo.
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II. Towarp New Horizons:
Europre-INDIA AND CAIRO

The Abmadiyya Anjuman Isha‘at al-Islam (Abmadiyya society for
the propagation of Islam) from Lahore was a branch of the Ahmadi
movement, born in Punjab at the end of the nineteenth century.
Soon after the death of'its founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, in 1908,
the movement split. On one side, the majority of the Ahmadis
formed the Qadiyani branch, considering Mirza Ghulam Ahmad as a
prophet. The other group, numerically less important, saw in Mirza
Ghulam Ahmad only a renewer (mujaddid). This last group, known
as the Lahori society and a very active missionary organization, took
the initiative to write to the editor of Zani i nalté, the journal of the
Albanian Islamic institutions, in the summer of 1927. As such, this
contact illustrates the importance of these impersonal networks cre-
ated by the diffusion of printed matter. The Lahori-Ahmadi mis-
sionaries sent their printed production in English and German and
asked their Albanian coreligionists to translate the Quran in an edi-
tion published and commented on by their spiritual master Mawlana
Muhammad Ali. For the Ahmadis, already operating in Great Britain
and Germany,'® Albania was to serve as a relay for the spread of their
works and ideas in neighboring countries, among Muslims as well as
among Christians.!”

As a result of these epistolary contacts and the diffusion of Ahmadi
printed matter, the leaders of Albanian Islamic institutions, and mainly
the director of the Waqfs, Salih Vugitérni, who was at that time the
promoter of reforms, took an increasing interest in translating these
publications with the financial support of believers (a method used
and promoted by the Ahmadi missionaries). From 1927 onward,
many articles and lectures published in journals such as The Light of
Lahore, Die Moslemische Revue of Berlin, and several booklets and
books were translated into Albanian and published in the journal of
the Albanian Islamic community or as booklets. Albanian readers thus
gained access to the works of the Indian Muslim thinkers Muhammad
Ali, Sadruddin’® and Khwaja Kamaluddin. Translations were based
on English and German versions of their works. The first translators
were Omer Sharra for the English and Junuz Bulej (or Buliqi) for the
German language. After 1929, students of the General Madrasa in
Tirana were trained to translate such texts, as English replaced French
as the Western foreign language taught at this institution.'”

Other bounds between the Albanian Islamic institutions and the
Lahori-Ahmadis were created through the sending of students to
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Lahore. The Indian missionaries had proposed grants for students.
As aresult, in 1934 two of the first graduates of the General Madrasa,
Sherit Putra and Ejup Fasli Kraja, went there, with a third young
Albanian Muslim from Shkodér—Halil Repishti, a friend of one of
them, also from Shkodér. From Lahore, they tried to contribute to
a greater diffusion of the Ahmadi thought in their home country
through the editing of'a small journal in Albanian, conceived as a sup-
plement of the Ahmadi journal The Light. At the end of 1935, three
new graduates of the Tirana General Madrasa—Xhelal Hajredini,
Adem Rakipi, and Abdurrahman Shahini, all from the southwest
of the country—were supposed to join them in Lahore. However,
for unknown reasons, they remained in Cairo where they had gone
and registered at al-Azhar. Three and a half years later, the Lahore
students came back home, but two of them quickly went to Cairo,
apparently the new attraction center for Islamic higher studies. A few
months later, however, they were expulsed from al-Azhar because of
their Ahmadi beliefs. They remained in Cairo for a while, studying at
the American University and publishing in 1940 a declaration in an
Egyptian newspaper in which they retracted their previous beliefs and
distanced themselves from the Ahmadi doctrine they were obliged to
publicly criticize.?°

With this, the connection with the Lahori Ahmadiyya was cer-
tainly weakened. However, the influence of the latter in Albania
did not completely come to an end. After 1939, and especially after
1943, the new journal of the Islamic Community, Kultura Isiame,
went on publishing translations of Ahmadi texts. Reflecting this con-
tinuing influence, a letter of the secretary of the Anjuman was pub-
lished in the issue of September—October 1940 thanking the head
of the Albanian Islamic Community for his telegram.?! Such contact
between the Albanian Islamic institutions and the Lahori-Ahmadi
society persisted over the following years, only coming to an end with
the communist takeover in 1945.2

This reorientation of Albanian Islamic institutions toward the
Lahori-Ahmadi network stood for a reorientation toward Europe cor-
responding to the wish to create a European Islam, even if the center
of the Anjuman was in India. The networks provided for direct, be
they personal or impersonal, contacts with the Lahori-Ahmadis based
in Europe, mainly in Berlin and England. The leaders of the Islamic
community were receiving Ahmadi publications published there,
while in 1935, for example, the baron Omar Rolf von Ehrenfels, an
Austrian convert to Islam linked to the Berlin mosque, personally
visited Albania.?3
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If we look at the themes developed in the translated literature, we
also see that these connections provided resources to facilitate the
legitimization of Islam in a European and “modern” country and
more generally to enhance the prestige of Islam. Many texts dealt
with the place of the women in society or the compatibility of Islam
with science and progress; others were about the prominent role of
Islam in medieval Europe, and particularly in Spain; others gave an
important place to positive views of Islam expressed by Europeans,
converts or not, as well as to the dynamical presence of Islam in
Europe and America, notably through the activity of the Ahmadiyya,
whereas other publications aimed at fighting materialism and athe-
ism. In the introduction of the biography of the Prophet Muhammad
written by Muhammad Ali (Muhamet Ali, 1929), the founder of the
Ahmadi movement—a book translated by Omer Sharra, professor at
the technical school in Tirana—Salih Vugitérni stated that the book
was for those who were ignorant of the true knowledge of the Islamic
principles. For him, the refutation of ideas expressed by some English
writers about Islam and its Prophet could be useful for Albanians
Muslims and non-Muslims, to make them understand the importance
of Muhammad for humanity and to revalorize Islam in the Albanian
context.

The translation of other books written by Europeans about Islam
that were acquired by Albanian Muslims during journeys abroad or
provided by local librarians served a similar purpose.?* These books
were considered to be scientific and were used to “prove” the supe-
riority of Islam. Already, in 1926, Hamdi Bushati from Shkodér had
translated a booklet of the famous British convert and head of the
Islamic Centre in Liverpool, Abdullah William Henry Quilliam.?® In
his foreword, the translator explained that he made this text accessible
to the Albanian readership so that it would understand the principles
of Islam without requiring knowledge of foreign languages such as
Arabic and Turkish. For him, the text was important as it showed how
Islam had abrogated previous laws, while Islam itself, as the high-
est religion based on scientific rules and arguments, could not be
abrogated.

The “European oriented” Islamic network of the Lahori-Ahmadis
was not the only pole of Albanian Muslim networks. As mentioned
above, Cairo also became a new pole ofattraction for Albanian Muslim
officials. For one, the Sharia Higher Council had subscribed to vari-
ous Egyptian newspapers and had frequently ordered publications
from Cairo. Hafiz Ali Kor¢a, who himself corresponded with the
political and religious authorities in Egypt in order to make known
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the situation of the Albania Muslims in the Muslim world, was one
of the main links between Albania and Egypt.?® As carly as 1925,
Cairo had acquired among leaders of Albanian Islamic institutions
the reputation as an important place for Albanian Muslim for higher
theological studies (Zani i naité, 11/4, qershor—korrik 1925, 487).
The connection with Egypt further deepened in 1933, when five stu-
dents were sent by the Community to study at al-Azhar.?” Others
students followed, and in 1940 around 20 Albanian Muslims studied
either at al-Azhar or Cairo University. Sadik Bega, for instance, the
future director of the Islamic Community’s journal, graduated at the
Faculty of Letters of Cairo University.

Interestingly, this intensified connection with Egypt also furthered
the influence of secular works of Egyptian reformist authors such as
Taha Husayn and Muhammad Haykal, as we can see through texts
published in the journal of the Albanian Islamic Community. It also
fostered intra-Balkan links between Muslim students from Albania
and Yugoslavia, especially with Albanians from what was called at that
time “Southern Serbia” (i.e., present Kosovo and Macedonia), such
as Hasan Nahi, who went there in 1930; Bedri Hamidi from Skopje;
Mumin efendi from Kumanovo. Like Hasan Nahi, they could also
have met in Cairo Mehmet Akif Ersdy—the famous Turkish Islamist
of Albanian origin—who was living there.?®

The connection with Cairo is not illustrated in many book trans-
lations to Albanian, probably because using texts written in Europe
was of greater value in order to built a European Islam. However, the
need to form intellectuals and #/amas with a higher Islamic education
and the contacts to Egypt in this field seriously limited the previous
influence of the Ahmadi connection, widely considered as heretical
by Egyptian Muslim institutions.

III. ConnNEcTIONS WITH NEW TRENDS IN TURKEY

If Islamic networks were reoriented primarily toward the Ahmadi
networks and toward Cairo, contacts to Ottoman,/Turkish networks
persisted as well. After 1925, the journal Zani i nalté published sev-
eral texts that were translated from, or inspired by Turkish sources.
Islamic journals were not published in Turkey after 1925, but the
leaders of the Albanian Islamic institutions, such as Hafiz Ali Korga,
as many other Albanian intellectuals and officials, went on reading
the Turkish press, sometimes even engaging in polemics against posi-
tions expressed here. However, more important were the more or less
indirect ties that emerged between Albanian Islamic institutions and
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Turkish Islamic circles around the Diyanet, the new Islamic institu-
tions in Republican Turkey on one hand, and a Turkish intellectual
Omer Riza, on the other. These connections were impersonal and
unofficial, and were created through the translation of publications
circulating in the Turkish market. They were due to the Ottoman
culture of the leaders of the Albanian Islamic institutions and to their
knowledge of Ottoman-Turkish. As in the case of the networking
with the Lahori-Ahmadis, they reflected the search for a national and
scientific Islam, as the desire for arguments legitimizing Islam vis-a-vis
its Christian or materialist detractors.

At the end of the 1920s, the main translator of Turkish writings
was Jonuz Tafili, who, already in 1925, had proposed to the Higher
Sharia Council the publication of three articles a month based on
translations of famous authors such as Muhammad Abduh and
Mehmed Akif (Ersdy), in the journal of the Islamic institutions.?”
This project was not accepted, and he dedicated himself to the trans-
lation of books. The first book®® was a work containing a new kind
of religious instruction, published as the third part of a book under
the title Dini dersler (1920, Mésime Feje in Albanian, i.e. “Religious
courses”) by Akseki Ahmet Hamdi, a leading figure of the Muslim
reformist trend at the end of the Ottoman Empire and later a member
of the Diyanet.3! The foreword to the book by Salih Vugitérni, the
Waqf’s general director, again tells us why the leaders of the Albanian
Islamic institutions were eager to make such a work accessible the
Albanian readers. The presentation of the principles of Islam was sup-
posed to be scientifically founded, “with reason and knowledge,” so
that no doubts could remain in the mind of believers, as well as in the
mind of opponents. Indeed, the lessons conceived by Ahmet Hamdi
for the students of the Ottoman School of Maritime Engineering
were aimed at eliminating any doubts caused by the diffusion of
materialism and atheism among people who might be studying (or
had studied) in Europe. The text, that is the third part of the book
of Hamdi Hamdi, translated by Jonuz Tafili was more directly dedi-
cated to the significance of religion and the refutation of atheist ideas,
with arguments inspired by the famous reformist authors Jamaladdin
al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh, and Ferid Vejdi.??

A second book translated by Jonuz Tafili was a collection of Friday
prayers (hutbes) prepared by the same Ahmet Hamdji, in the framework
of the Kemalist policy of turkification of Islam.33 As soon as it was
published in 1927 by the Diyanet, the Albanian embassy in Ankara
sent it to the Albanian Islamic institutions in Tirana, who found it
valuable for translation as, for them, the sermons were corresponding
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to the needs of the time (Késhillet ¢ sé Premtes 1928).3* Again, this
illustrates the role of diplomats in the networking with Muslims in
other countries. The book even served as model for a second volume
of hutbes published four years later (Késhillet ¢ sé Premtes 1932).3°

Interestingly, a third book translated by Jonuz Tafili leads us to
the interest that the Albanian Islamic Community had in the 1930s
for Islamic works that were published in Turkey, but were inspired by
Lahori-Ahmadis. In 1931, the Sharia High Council published the
book of Muhammad Ali, the founder of the Ahmadiyya movement,
titled Muhbammed, Our Prophet.3® The book was originally written in
Urdu, but was later translated into English by Muhammad Ali’s disci-
ples in England and Germany. This work was translated into Turkish
between 1922 and 1924 by Omer Riza Dogrul, a Turkish intellectual
who was the main advocate of the Ahmadiyya thought in Turkey. He
wrote, for example, a commentary of the Quran inspired by the works
of Muhammad Ali, published under the title Tanr: Byrugu.?”

It is from the works of Omer Riza Dogrul that, later on, one of
the most famous Albanian #/amas, Hafiz Ibrahim Dalliu, who was
officially in charge of the translation and commentary of the Quran
in Albanian,3® and Shefqet Daiu, a former member of the Parliament,
decided, each of them separately, to produce two additional transla-
tions. The first was a booklet about Islam, addressed to the youth, in
the form of questions and answers.** According to Omer Riza, the
author, the explanations he gave on the beliefs and basis of Islam were
simple and expressed in the new way used by contemporary Muslim
scholars who were trying—with success—to spread Islam in Europe.
This clearly refers to the Ahmadi network. The second was a publica-
tion, accredited by the Albanian community, on the Quran and its
translations, that took inspiration from Omer Riza and the Indian
Muslim thinker Muhammed Abdullah Menhasi.*

IV. A DECENTERED APPROACH: HAF1Z ABDULLAH
ZEMBLAKU AND His NETWORKS

Let us now look at the networking activities of an a/im who refused
to join the Albanian Islamic institutions—Hafiz Abdullah Zémblaku
(1892-1960). Born in the region of Bilisht, not far from Korgé in
today’s southeastern Albania, he had first studied in the new type
of Ottoman state schools called 7istiye in different places where his
father was a teacher, especially in Durrés (in present central Albania).*!
Later, he became an assistant to his father and taught calligraphy and
writing. After the Young Turk Revolution, he began religious studies
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in the madrasa of Prilep (today Macedonia), where his father was a
teacher. Then he carried on his studies in a lyceum, and finally went
to the Ottoman capital and attended courses, at the same time, in
the madrasa of Fatih called Dar 4il-Hilafe and at the religious studies
department of the Istanbul University. In addition to this quite com-
mon mixed secular and religious instruction, he received a Sufi ini-
tiation and entered Nagshbandi Sufi circles. Apparently, he was also
initiated into the Halwatiyya-Hayatiyya, the order of his own grand-
father. After having been enlisted for two years into the Ottoman
army during World War I, he returned to the region of Korgé, prob-
ably around 1918, where he served as a voluntary teacher and mam-
hatib in the village of Belorta. Just after the integration of the region
into the Albanian state in 1921, he was appointed by the Ministry of
Instruction as a teacher in the school of Kug¢-Belorta. But, in 1924,
probably as a result of the political changes and the reorganization
of education, he resigned and became imam-hatib in Zémblak, his
family’s village. From this time on, he dedicated himself to the trans-
lation and the publication of books and booklets, as well as to the
teaching of both Albanian language and Islam, especially to girls
who, at that time, were not frequenting schools. He refused several
times the position of mufti, preferring not to be integrated into the
official Albanian Islamic institutions he was very critical of. For that
and for his criticism of local governmental institutions, he was even
sentenced several times in the 1930s to internal exile.*?

Hafiz Abdullah was one of the most prolific Islamic entrepreneurs
in interwar Albania, not only through his publications—some 30
titles that were widely distributed—but also through teaching and
preaching activities all around Albania. In his publications, which
came to be conceived as kinds of periodicals, he presented himself
as a translator. These booklets contain religious texts and teachings
translated mainly from Turkish and Arabic; however they also include
many original writings: poems and texts of his own composition,
reproduction of documents and letters received and sent by him.
These publications allow reconstruction of his network. One of his
poems about his spiritual world even draws a picture of this network
at the beginning of the 1930s: outside Albania and the neighbor-
ing regions of Caméria (in Greece) and Kosovo (in Yugoslavia), it
extended as far as Turkey and Bosnia, Egypt, and also Australia and
the Americas (United States, South America and Canada), as well as
France and India.*?

Sure enough, Hatiz Abdullah Zémblaku maintained his Ottoman/
Turkish network that he had forged when he was a student in Istanbul.
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In 1936, he was still corresponding with his spiritual master, Hact
Siileyman, vaiz (preacher) at the Fatih mosque.** The basis of his
religious production into Albanian was formed by the literature he
had access to at this time through religious schools and other circles.
Particularly important in the shaping of his conception of Islam and of
Islamic entrepreneurship was the reading of the press, and especially of
the Istanbul-based journals Beyanidilbak and Sebiliivresad. According
to him, these periodicals that provided religious, geographical, histori-
cal, and philosophical knowledge, and also informed their readership
about the situation in the Muslim world were so useful for him that
he intended to publish a similar journal in Albanian himself. In the
1920s and 1930s, he continued to follow the development of Islam in
Turkey. In order to legitimize himself as an a/im vis-a-vis the Albanian
official Islamic institutions, he compared himself to Akseki Ahmet
Hamdi, with whom he had studied in Istanbul and who had become
a member of the new Islamic institutions in Turkey. Yet, it seems that
he rejected part of the Turkish policies toward Islam, accusing some
official Turkish circles of being “masons.”®

On the other hand, like his adversaries within the Albanian official
institutions, Hafiz Abdullah Zémblaku came also to be connected to
other networks, in particular to the Lahori-Ahmadi network. Several
articles published in his works attest to the connection, at least from
1930 onward, through the exchange of letters and writings and the
publication of reports about their respective activities. According to
his own declaration, Hafiz Abdullah Zémblaku had sent his book
with part of the Quran in Albanian script (i.e., in Arabic and in
Latin script) to the Amnjuman, and the Ahmadi Society answered
by providing him around 50 books and journals in different lan-
guages. He thus began to give details to his readers about the pres-
ence of the Indian missionaries in Berlin, London, and New York;
about the tafsir of Muhammad Ali from which he had acquired a
copy in English; and about the Lahori-Ahmadis’ beliefs, aims, and
actions. In a publication from 1934, he used a book published by the
Ahmadi Society in English and in Arabic (using probably the Arabic
version) to elaborate a kind of catechism in the form of questions
and answers. To make the tafsir of Muhammad Ali accessible to a
broader audience, he made his personal copy available to the library
of Kor¢é. He used this connection to legitimate his own work and to
renounce attacks by official Albanian Islamic institutions. Similar to
the Lahori-Ahmadis, he claimed to be a true “missionary of Islam,”
and based his activities on the translation and diffusion of Islam in
the vernacular language.*¢
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This latter link was so important for him, Hafiz Abdullah Zémblaku
also engaged in connections with other individuals and groups. For
instance, he was in correspondence with Jemaluddin Causevié, the
reisululema of Bosnia-Herzegovina, with whom he exchanged books
and discussed matters of translation. In addition, he closely followed
the writings of the newspaper A/l-Islam, published in 1930 in France
by an Egyptian in Arabic and French.?” His networking activities were
also turned toward Muslim believers in the whole of Albania and
abroad. In particular, his connections—through the exchange of let-
ters, books, and money—even extended to Albanian emigrant com-
munities in the Americas and Australia.*® These communities were
mostly originating from the same region as himself, the region of
Korgé. One of his correspondents had a peculiar profile, since he was
also an Islamic entrepreneur: Muhammed Naji efendi Revani, a mem-
ber of the American Islamic Society and resident of Mansfield (Ohio),
who would have published several books in English, including a
translation of 303 hadiths. Interestingly enough, he himself had some
connection with the Ahmadi network. At least he was a reader of the
Chicago-based journal of Dr. Mufti Muhammed Sadiq, The Muslim
Sunrise, and was eager to transmit to Hafiz Abdullah Zémblaku in
Albania the names of American converts to Islam published in this
periodical, a list that Hafiz Abdullah even published in order to illus-
trate the impact of Islam in the West and on Westerners.*”

CONCLUSION

Transnational networking activities played an important role in the
building process of a “national,” “European,” and “modern” Islam in
interwar Albania—even though institutional contacts were prevented
by state authorities. They were much sought after, as they allowed the
elaboration of a new corpus of religious texts and, more broadly, of
texts about Islam. They provided resources and ideas for the gram-
mar of action (i.e., the publication of books with the help of believers;
the use of the vernacular language; the development of a missionary
spirit; and the use of apologetic narratives of Islam as compatible with
science, progress, education, reason, and as such compatible with
“Europeanness”). They also provided opportunities for the forma-
tion of new religious leaders and thinkers.

As we have seen, these transnational connections mainly linked
Muslims in Albania with the Lahori-Ahmadi network in Europe and
in India, with Cairo and with some reformist circles in Turkey, which
were themselves partly connected to the Lahori-Ahmadi, and also
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with Muslims in Yugoslavia, in America and in Australia. The con-
nection with the Lahori-Ahmadi network—a network that was fluc-
tuating and was not always distinct from other networks or groups of
Muslim in western Europe—is the result of a strong proselytism from
the part of this group in Europe, in the west as well as in its eastern
part, including in Turkey.

However, in the second half of the 1930s, Cairo increasingly
emerged as a new point of reference for Albanian Muslim thinking
and its drive for reform, principally because it was the main centre for
higher Islamic education at that time. New forms of activities, such
as youth and charity associations that appeared from 1938 onward at
the local level in cities like Shkodér and Durrés, were modeled on the
activism of the Egyptian Association of Muslim Youth.>® Networking
with the Arab world—for instance as a result of the hajj and the
stays at Egyptian institutions of higher education—was not unusual
for individual Albanian Muslims, particularly within traditionalist
circles,®! but it had never been before, for the Albanian Muslims,
the main place to go to become a qualified specialist of religion. The
“excommunication” of the Ahmadis further added to the prominent
place of Cairo as a major centre of Islamic reformism among Albanian
Muslims, even if the Lahori-Ahmadi production remained one of the
most important sources for the creation for a “modern” Albanian
Islam in Europe. These reorientations of the Albanian Islamic net-
works did not completely marginalize links with Turkey. Beside the
persistence of some ancient networks originating from the Ottoman
period, new ties appeared with Muslims in the republic of Turkey.
The Albanian official Islamic leaders were particularly interested in
some aspects of the new Islam proposed by the official Islamic circles
in Turkey and by the Islam forged by the intellectual Omer Riza
Dogrul himself also influenced by the Lahori-Ahmadi.>

During the period under study, some transnational networking
activities remained confined to personal networks whose origins
often went back to the last years of the Ottoman period and which
functioned through mobility of individuals or correspondence. But
others had an institutional dimension. Diplomatic networks were
sometimes involved; in addition, the new official national Islamic
institutions played a central role in establishing these netwroks.
Remarkably enough, be they individual or institutional, the connec-
tions had often during the interwar period an impersonal dimension,
as they were due to the diffusion of periodicals and books. Even if,
as we have seen both in the case of the official Islamic institutions
and of Hafiz Abdullah Zémblaku, these impersonal connections
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could be reinforced through correspondence and mobility, and thus
become more personalized connections, the circulation of periodicals
and monographs from outside Albania had a clear impact on Muslim
intellectual discourses in the country. References to Muslim scholars—
notably European converts—f{rom other parts of the Muslim world,
and above all from Europe, provided sources of inspiration for reform
and modernization, and arguments during local controversies over
power and legitimacy.
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CHAPTER 3

Two Ulama Traveling to
Europe in the Beginning of
the Twentieth Century: Muhammad
al-Wartatani and Muhammad al-Sa’ih

Richard van Leeuwen

After French administration was established in Algeria and Tunisia in
the course of the nineteenth century, a policy was initiated to radically
reform Maghrebi societies with the aim to conform these societies to
colonial interests and to the ideals of the European “mission civilisa-
trice.” The societies were rapidly transformed into dependencies of the
motherland by tightening economic connections, facilitating immigra-
tion, and reforming the administrative and social institutions to accom-
modate the new rulers. An important consequence was the increased
mobility between France and north Africa, resulting in the formation of
migrant communities on both shores of the Mediterranean, increased
cultural exchange through travel, and the emergence of transnational
networks of various kinds covering the European metropolises and
the urban centers of the Maghreb.!

These developments greatly affected the role and social position