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THE CLOSE GEOGRAPHICAL PROXIMITY OF the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) to Europe is a significant factor in the modern history
of Europe, Germany, World War II, and the Holocaust. This large, eth-
nically, culturally, religiously, and politically diverse region once again
became an important theater of war for European and other great pow-
ers in 1940. It was also home to ancient Jewish communities in the Arab
world, Turkey, and Iran, communities with a combined population of
about one million Jews. The fate of these Jewish communities during
World War II and the Holocaust in Europe hung in the balance, pend-
ing the outcome of the war. In a region so close to German-occupied
Europe during World War II, Hitler’s regime, in anticipation of victory
in the war, intended to extend the “final solution” to the Jews of the
Middle East and North Africa. Logistically, this would not have been
difficult for the Nazi government given the close proximity of those
communities to Europe, their much smaller numbers in comparison
to the Jewish population in Europe, and the existence of some degree
of animosity or indifference toward Jews among the populations of the
MENA region.

This volume considers how some of those diverse populations in the
MENA—predominantly, but not exclusively, Arab and Turkish, and pre-
dominantly, but not exclusively, Muslim—responded to the possibility
of a German victory in the war and to the prospect of Axis domination
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in some form in those regions. How did they respond to the political
philosophy of Fascism in general, particularly to German National So-
cialism, in Europe? How did they view the second struggle within a gen-
eration among the world’s existing great powers, in Europe and beyond?
How did they react to Nazi anti-Semitism and propaganda, to Nazi
persecution of Jews in Germany, and, ultimately, to the systematic mass
murder of the Jews in Europe? How much did they know about what
was happening to the Jews in Germany and Europe, just some hundreds
of kilometers away? And how did they connect these issues with their
own interests, within the context of existing and expanding European
strategic interests and ambitions in their part of the world?

In recent years, events in the Middle East and beyond have gener-
ated a renewed interest among scholars and others in the relationship
between Hitler's Germany, Arab states, and the nationalist government
of the new Turkish state that emerged after World War I. This is espe-
cially true with regard to World War II, within the context of the Nazi
persecution and mass murder of the Jews in Europe. Before this, a few
scholarly studies appeared beginning in the 1960s, studies that focused
on the aims and policies of Nazi Germany in the Middle East. Few if
any provided much detail on the reactions of Arab, Turkish, and other
leaders, intellectuals, and general populations to German National So-
cialism, Nazi Jewish policy, and the Holocaust.! However, much of the
more recent literature has provided more substantive examinations of
the responses of the Arab, Turkish, and other populations in the MENA
to Nazism, German and European anti-Semitism, and the persecution
and destruction of the Jews in Europe. Moreover, with regard to the
Arab populations of the MENA region, some consider these responses
during World War II and in the turbulent decades in that part of the
world after 1945.

Some of the recent literature addresses those responses in the large,
complex, and highly diverse Arab world, a region that stretches from
the Adantic coast of Morocco in the west to the Persian Gulf and Irags
border with Iran in the east, and from the Syrian and Iraqi borders with
Turkey in the north to the southern coast of the Arabian Peninsula. It
includes the works of authors who are not specifically scholars of the his-
tory, societies, and cultures of the Middle East or North Africa.? In his
analysis of Nazi propaganda in the Middle East during the World War II,
Jeffrey Herf observes that the Nazi state, party and the German military
“made strenuous efforts with the resources at their disposal to export the
regime’s ideology in ways that they hoped would strike a nerve among
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Arabs and Muslims.”® He also points out that Allied and German intelli-
gence services “all found evidence that there were individuals and groups
from which the Axis might have expected strong support.” Scholars of
the history of the Third Reich and World War II would certainly agree
with Herf’s first point, while most scholars of modern Middle Eastern
history would concur with the second. Klaus-Michael Mallmann and
Martin Ciippers present significant information about Nazi plans and
activities with regard to the Middle East during the World War II. This
would include efforts to intensify hatred of the Jews among the Arab
populations and evidence for Nazi plans to extend the mass murder
of the Jews in Europe to the ancient Jewish communities in the Arab
lands of the Middle East and North Africa.’ Their focus on the hand-
ful of Arab exiles in wartime Berlin and Rome is indeed important for
understanding German and Axis policy toward the Arab world during
the war. However, a focus on those Arab exiles in wartime Berlin alone
is not an adequate lens for understanding how the diverse populations,
organizations, and institutions in the Arab world responded to National
Socialism and the Holocaust in Europe.

Much of this recent literature has tended to attribute Arab violence
against the Jews in Palestine and elsewhere in the region during those
years to a historically rooted, religiously and culturally based hatred
of Jews. Klaus Gensicke links the Mufti’s particular hatred of the Jews
to Arabs in general: “This fanatical extremism has become a tradition
that remains as virulent as it was at the time of the ‘great uprising’
(1936-1939) and represents a failed policy of refusal to compromise,
of irreconcilability, and of ‘all or nothing.””® Mallmann and Ciippers
speculate that the anti-Semitic potential of the Arabs as a whole in 1942,
as Rommel seemed poised to achieve victory over Great Britain in Egypt
and eventually Palestine, was the same as that among those Europeans
who collaborated with the Germans in the genocide against the Jews:
“There is no reason, therefore, why the anti-Semitic potential of the
Lithuanian, Latvian, or Ukrainian nationalists should have been greater
than that of the Arabs as they awaited the German army.”” In drawing
conclusions about Nazi wartime propaganda to the Arab world, a joint
effort of the Nazi regime and Arab exiles in Berlin, Herf concludes:
“Nazi Germany’s Arabic-language propaganda during World War II
was the product of a remarkable political and ideological synthesis that
took place in wartime Berlin . . . These materials displayed a synthesis of
Nazism, Arab nationalism, and fundamentalist Islam.”® While each of
these three points may indeed possess some element of truth for some
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Arabs, they also infer general truths about Arabs, Arab history, Arab
nationalism, Islam, and Arab responses to National Socialism. As such,
they exist without a necessary non-European, non-Western or Middle
Eastern historical context.

These historians, along with historians and other scholars of the Mid-
dle East and Islam, have taken up the issue of Nazi hopes that Arabs
might help them against the Jewish populations of the MENA. As a
result, a rapidly growing body of scholarly work has appeared, one that
includes monographs, collections of essays, and individual journal arti-
cles by scholars of Europe, North Africa, the Middle East, and Islam,
including the contributors to this volume, scholars who have examined
the complexities and varieties of both Arab and Turkish responses to
Hitler’s Germany.’

The chapters in this volume are authored by regional specialists fa-
miliar with local sources and languages of the region, who are able
to produce scholarship informed by contextual nuances and variables.
In this sense, these chapters are not derivatives of European-centered
scholarship on the Holocaust. They exhibit a general recognition of
the considerable size, diversity, and complexity of the Middle East and
North Africa, and of the consequent multiplicity and range of attitudes
and responses to these questions. These varied responses, the natural
consequence of such a diverse region, preclude generalizations about
the Arab world and Turkey in the 1930s and 1940s. Their knowl-
edge and understanding of the modern history of the region, as well as
their research in Arabic, Turkish, Hebrew, and other sources, provide
a necessary context for the debates that arise from this very sensitive
topic.

The chapters in this collection reflect the “state of the art” in Ho-
locaust Studies that focuses on peoples in the Middle East and North
Africa. The volume begins with Gilbert Achcar’s reflections on how
the Holocaust has shaped the conflicting discourses of the Zionist and
non-/anti-Zionist parties in the Arab-Israeli conflict and how, in return,
its memory came to be shaped by them. There is evidence for the lat-
ter in the attempts to characterize contemporary Palestinians and Arabs
in general as supporters of the Nazi policies of Jewish eradication and
of the relative popularity of Holocaust denial in the Arab world and
beyond. Against such politically motivated and often ahistorical incli-
nations to redefine the past, Achcar invites all parties to the conflict to
acknowledge and dispel their personal biases and prejudices, without
which a peaceful engagement among them might be impossible.
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The remaining six chapters provide rare and region-specific infor-
mation about how various communities responded to Hitler’s rise to
power and to Nazi policies toward European Jews. With this in mind,
it is not surprising that the primary task of a number of the chapters
is to challenge some prevalent assumptions by providing nuanced and
source-based counterarguments. For example, Israel Gershoni’s chapter
demonstrates that British-controlled Egypt before the war was home
to many anti-Fascist, anti-Nazi, and anti-Hider intellectuals and writ-
ers, a fact that is not well known or acknowledged among students of
the Holocaust. By focusing on the writings of three popular Egyptian
intellectuals during World War II, Tawfiq al-Hakim, ‘Abbas Mahmud
al ‘Aqqad, and Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat, Gershoni demonstrates that
a significant stream in the Egyptian public discourse condemned and
rejected the Nazi policies and racism.

Esther Webman further complicates the question of Arab perceptions
of the Holocaust in her chapter on two very important Arab newspa-
pers, the Egyptian al-Ahram, and the Palestinian Filastin, in the 1930s.
The chapter surveys how these publications represented the Nazis’ rise
to power in Germany, their persecution of the Jews, and how these re-
flections changed over time. It also reveals that the newspapers’ coverage
of the persecution of the Jews was complex and not entirely consis-
tent. While the consequences of Jewish immigration and settlement in
Palestine generated anti-Jewish feelings among Palestinian Arabs, this
tendency was much less noticeable in the Egyptian paper, a finding con-
sistent with Israel Gershoni’s arguments.

Webman’s observations regarding Egypt and Palestine find an echo in
Gotz Nordbruch’s chapter on four major Syrian and Lebanese intellec-
tual figures in the 1930s, Antun Sa‘ada, Edmond Rabbath, Constantin
Zurayq and Raif Khuri. Nordbruch’s research on the writings of these
individuals has identified diverging attitudes toward the Nazis and the
fate of the European Jews at the time, a finding that must be understood
within the context of a wide variety of local and historical factors that
influenced the intellectuals’ thinking. After the disintegration of the Ot-
toman Empire following World War I, the peoples of the Levant were
busy building their political structures, defining their collective identi-
ties, and reimagining intercommunal relationships. Discrepancies in the
opinions about these issues translated into a wide spectrum of views on
the Jewish question in Europe.

Other chapters in this volume take the reader to the margins of the
Middle East and North Africa: Turkey, Northern Irag, and Morocco.
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Corry Guttstadt’s chapter looks into Turkey’s relationship with Nazi
Germany and Fascist Italy, and surveys that country’s treatment of
European Jewish refugees from Nazi persecution and its own Jewish
minority during and after World War II. Although Turkey officially pur-
sued a neutral foreign policy during the war, and many Turkish pub-
lic voices rejected the persecution of European Jews, Guttstadt argues
in her chapter that the Holocaust was largely unnoticed in public life.
Furthermore, anti-Jewish and anti-Christian sentiments, related to var-
ious forms of Turkish nationalism, became increasingly prevalent in the
country during the war. Orit Bashkin, on the other hand, demonstrates
in her chapter that the Jewish communities in Northern Iraq possessed
the ability and resources to defend themselves against regional and na-
tional threats. According to Bashkin, these threats, instead of being con-
sequences of the popularization of Nazi ideology in the country, were
connected to regional tensions and opportunistic inclinations on the
part of government functionaries who desired to take advantage of a
minority group in difficult times. Nevertheless, the Jews of northern
Iraq managed to utilize the ethnic diversity in the region, which also
included Kurdish, Turkoman, Sunni Arab, and Christian communities,
and devised strategic alliances with other groups to shield themselves
and their possessions during a very difficult period.

In his chapter, Daniel Schroeter surveys how various political move-
ments and ideologies had an impact on the peoples of northern Africa,
Jews, and others, specifically in the Spanish protectorate of Morocco
during the 1930s and World War II. The main contribution of the chap-
ter, consistent with the overall argument of this volume, is that the social,
political, and legal circumstances of local Jewish communities in the re-
gion—in this case, Morocco and northwest Africa—can only be under-
stood in the context of the imperialist rivalry between Spain and France.
Additional contextual considerations include the popularity of various
forms of nationalism and Pan-Islamic movements, and the intensifica-
tion of Jewish settlement in Palestine, as well as the influence of Euro-
pean anti-Semitism. Without a nuanced appreciation of all these factors
in relation to each other, it would be impossible to explain, for example,
why the Spanish government defended Sephardi Jews in Morocco while
it simultaneously promoted anti-Semitic ideas at home.

Cutting-edge research, such as that contained in the present volume,
also provides insight into some of the potential and much-needed ave-
nues of future development in the subfield. Although some regions in
the MENA, particularly Egypt and Palestine, and to some extent Syria,
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Lebanon, and Turkey, have received scholarly attention in recent years,
there seems to be a dearth of scholarly research in European languages
on others, including Iran, the Arabian Peninsula, and much of North
Africa. Also, there is still a lack of comparative scholarship on Nazism
and the Holocaust within the context of the Middle East and North
Africa. Historical studies that focus on a particular region often remain
confined to that setting and do not make concerted attempts to consider
parallel trends in other parts of the Middle East or North Africa. When
comparisons are made in scholarly works on this topic, they are often
done within the context of European settings and events. Thus, Esther
Webman’s, Gotz Nordbruch’s and Daniel Schroeter’s chapters, which
seek to make explicit interregional comparisons, require our recognition
and appreciation.

Moreover, this subfield has been developed for the most part by
European, American, and Israeli scholars. With the exception of two,
none of the contributors to this volume is indigenous to the regions
on which they focus: Egypt, Syria, Palestine, Lebanon, Iraq, Morocco,
and Turkey. While the contributors do make serious efforts to engage
regional scholarship, indigenous historians and their viewpoints are
generally underrepresented in the subfield. However, certain method-
ological choices are well represented in the collection. They include
research based on systematic readings of contemporary newspapers,
journals, and literary materials, as well as some focus on the lives, works,
and actions of specific intellectuals in order to make broader generaliza-
tions about public opinion and societal attitudes toward Nazi Germany
and the fate of Europe’s Jews in the Holocaust. Political history also
receives attention in the volume, as multiple contributors make use of
government documents from official archives. Moreover, Orit Bashkin
uses an exemplary ethnographic methodology. Beyond the confines of
this volume, however, relatively little research exists on the lives and
circumstances of indigenous Jewish communities all over the region,
research that focuses on how these communities were uniquely affected
by the rise of Hitler and Nazism in Germany. Besides Orit Bashkin’s
chapter on Jews in Iraq, Corry Guttstadt covers the relatively limited
literature on the Jews of Turkey in the early and mid-twentieth century,
thereby providing nuanced and contextually based understandings of
these communities and their struggles at the time of the Holocaust and
thereafter.

Finally, there is still a need to connect these discussions to broader
historical trends and developments in the region. The history of mod-
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ernization in the Middle East and North Africa begins in the mid-nine-
teenth century, and there now exists a growing literature on how this
process influenced the lives of minorities, including Jewish communi-
ties in various parts of the Ottoman Empire, Qajar Iran, and Egypt.'
This literature not only provides valuable information on how modern
regional administrations governed their minorities but also reflects on
intercommunal relationships involving different ethnic and confessional
groups. To what extent can we understand the history of Jewish ex-
perience in the MENA before and during World War II without this
background? It is within the contexts of broader historical trends that
connected the nineteenth century to the twentieth century that the peo-
ples of the region reacted to Nazism and the Holocaust. For example,
it is difficult to separate the anti-Jewish sentiment and policies in mod-
ern Middle East from the Ottoman legacy pertaining to Muslim—non-
Muslim relations. Thus, any consideration of the modern Turkish and
Iraqi governments’ policies toward their Jewish minorities should be
based on this historical context in order to identify how intra-commu-
nal tensions and state-society relations in the Ottoman Empire influ-
enced the historical processes related in the following pages. Similarly,
should we not understand the attitudes toward Jewish peoples in Leb-
anon, Syria, Palestine, and Egypt in the broader context of the rising,
regionally specific, nationalist movements, which again find their roots
in the political and intellectual trends of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries?

Before we proceed to the chapters, it might be useful to present a sum-
mary of the actual intent and policies of Hitler’s regime toward the
region between 1933 and 1945. That some Arabs sought to make com-
mon cause with both Weimar and Nazi Germany in the decades follow-
ing World War I is both clear and not surprising. It was a logical and
inevitable outcome of a post—World War I settlement in the Middle East
that clearly did not satisfy the goal of most Arabs for immediate national
self-determination and independence from foreign rule. Winston Chur-
chill met with a delegation of Muslim and Christian Arabs in Haifa
during his visit to Palestine in March 1921, following Arab unrest and
violence there in the immediate postwar years. With a postwar settle-
ment that ignored the expectations and demands of Arabs throughout
the region already in place, the atmosphere for this meeting was one of
confrontation and recrimination. The Arabs expressed anger over what
they perceived as broken promises and betrayal by the Allies during and
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immediately following World War I. By the time of Churchill’s meeting
with Arab leaders in Haifa, it had become clear that British and French
control over the former Ottoman-Arab territories in the Fertile Crescent
would be formalized with League of Nations Mandates. These included
a British Mandate for Palestine, with a Jewish National Home that was
to be incorporated into that Mandate. This major expansion of Anglo-
French imperial control in the region, along with the continuation of
European rule in all of North Africa and continuing British control over
significant parts of the Arabian Peninsula, would preclude the attain-
ment of Arab national self-determination and independence.

The Arab delegation issued the following warning to Churchill that
would be of significance in the decades that followed: “Today the Arabs’
belief in England is not what it was . . . If England does not take up the
cause of the Arabs, other powers will. From India, Mesopotamia, the
Hedjaz and Palestine the cry goes up to England now. If she does not
listen, then perhaps Russia will take up their call someday, or perhaps
even Germany.”!"!

Germany’s alliance with the Ottoman Empire during World War I
did not preclude a continuation of friendly relations between the new
Weimar government in Germany and the new nationalist Turkish
Republic that emerged in Anatolia by 1923."> Moreover, a defeated
Germany continued to enjoy a general sympathy among many Arab na-
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tionalists and intellectuals following the war, despite Germany’s wartime
alliance with their former Ottoman overlords. Germany’s prewar and
wartime status among Arabs in general appears to have been positive, al-
though not entirely above suspicion, and it persisted following the war.'?
This positive view was probably due in part to the general perception
that Germany, unlike the other European powers, had never harbored
tangible imperial ambitions in the region that might compromise the
Arab quest for national self-determination in some form. In September
1921, the German ambassador in London, Friedrich Stahmer, notified
Berlin of his recent talks in London with an Arab delegation similar to
the one that had met with Churchill in Haifa in March of that year.
Stahmer’s conversations with the Arab delegation were not substantive
in nature. They concluded with general statements about the wish of
the “Arab people” and Germany to maintain friendly relations in the
coming years. In his report to Berlin, Stahmer described the Arab view
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of past Arab-German relations in the following manner: “They have
never had hostile feelings for Germany, having instead trusted Germany
more than the other Great Powers because of their impression that, in
the pursuit of its interests, Germany has never acted in a purely selfish
manner, having instead respected the interests of the indigenous inhab-
itants.”'* Stahmer’s meeting in London with the Arab delegation was
the beginning of a succession of initiatives by various Arab nationalist
leaders to enlist German diplomatic and later material support for end-
ing the post—World War I status quo in the Middle East, based as it
was on Anglo-French and Italian dominance in, and control over, most
of the Arabic-speaking world. Some of these initiatives also demanded
an end to the Jewish National Home in Palestine. These attempts to
secure German support for Arab independence in whatever form are
evident during the years of the Weimar Republic, and they continued
with greater intensity through the 1930s and World War II.

This general sympathy for Germany following World War I also pro-
duced an important constant in German policy toward the Arab world,
namely the consistent refusal of both the Weimar and Nazi governments
to materially support Arab efforts to achieve real independence from
de facto European control. Moreover, both consistently supported the
security and territorial integrity of the Turkish state, with the Nazis, of
course, supporting Turkish neutrality in World War II. The substance
of Nazi Germany’s ideological and strategic interests and policies in
the Middle East and North Africa, beyond the platicudes about Arab
independence and Arab-German-Islamic friendship contained in Nazi
propaganda during World War II, was the maintenance of European
dominance in some form in the Arab lands, along with the maintenance
of an independent and neutral Turkey."

Hitler’s policy toward the Arab world reflected a degree of continuity
from the Wilhelminian period through the Weimar years and the Third
Reich. The Kaiser’s government had generally accommodated itself to a
status quo that included shared control among the Ottoman, British,
French, Italian, and Spanish Empires over the lands of the southern
and eastern Mediterranean Sea. It remained generally content with its
expanding economic and cultural presence within the existing politi-
cal structures as it pursued its own colonial ambitions in areas of the
world beyond the Middle Fast and North Africa. Its alliance with the
Ottomans in World War I and subsequent defeat precluded any role in
the establishment of a postwar order in the region, one that would be
based on an expansion of British and French control over the remaining
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Ottoman-Arab territories of the Fertile Crescent. The end of World
War I more or less completed a process begun almost a century earlier,
namely the expansion of European imperial control over the Arab lands
of the Fertile Crescent, the Arabian Peninsula, and North Africa. In gen-
eral, the prewar status quo in the Arab world was retained, albeit with-
out the Ottoman Empire, with an expanded Anglo-French presence in
its place, and with the new Jewish National Home in Palestine under
British authority, as mandated by the new League of Nations.

The primary foreign policy focus of the new German republic begin-
ning in 1919 was the peaceful revision of much of the postwar settlement
in Europe, as contained in the Versailles Treaty. As such, Arabs, particu-
larly in the new Mandates in the Fertile Crescent, viewed Germany as a
fellow victim of imposed peace settlements. Given its military and polit-
ical weakness and diplomatic isolation after the war, Weimar Germany
was in no position to contest the new postwar order in the Middle East,
even if it had wanted to. Indeed, the governments of the Weimar Repub-
lic did not inherit any compelling reasons to challenge the settlement in
the Fertile Crescent and Arabia, while the states in North Africa simply
remained under the control of their respective prewar European rulers.
Therefore, Weimar Germany quietly pursued its rather modest interests
in the southern and eastern Mediterranean regions, interests that more or
less mirrored those of its Wilhelminian predecessor. It too defined Ger-
many’s interests in the Middle East primarily as economic and cultural;
as was the case before 1914, the government in Berlin set out to promote
those interests within the context of adhering to the political status quo
in the region. With its primary focus on Europe, Weimar Germany ac-
cepted Anglo-French-Italian-Spanish imperial positions in the Middle
East and North Africa, the emergence by 1923 of a modern Turkish na-
tional state, and the establishment and future development of the Jewish
National Home in Palestine. Moreover, in its acceptance of the postwar
settlement in the region, Weimar Germany’s response to Arab efforts to
reverse the settlement and to achieve Arab national self-determination
and independence and an end to the Jewish National Home in Palestine
ranged from indifference to outright rejection.'

Much like the governments of the Weimar Republic, Hitler’s policy
regarding Arab demands for independence also ranged from indiffer-
ence to rejection, notwithstanding Nazi propaganda during the war."”
Nazi racial ideology and geopolitical ambitions in Europe necessitated
a general continuation of the status quo in the Middle East and North
Africa, especially Turkish neutrality in the event of a European war. Hit-
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ler’s quest for German “living space” in central and eastern Europe and
his racial world view presumed the maintenance of European colonial
rule over much of Africa, Asia, and the Middle East as part of a natural
world order in which there was no place for the self-determination of
“colonial peoples.” Moreover, policies to end Jewish life in Germany
between 1933 and 1941 required the dispossession and rapid emigra-
tion/deportation of the German Jews, preferably to destinations outside
of Europe, including to the Jewish National Home in Palestine.'® The
reliance of Nazi Jewish policy on the continued existence of the Jewish
National Home, albeit under British control, meant the rejection, at
least before 1938, of Arab initiatives for German diplomatic and ma-
terial support in their quest to end British colonial rule and the Jewish
National Home in Palestine. Thus, Hitler’s Germany during the prewar
years, as was the case with previous German governments since the late
nineteenth century, generally accepted the post—World War I status quo
in the Middle East. This strategy changed somewhat in 1938 and 1939
as tensions in Europe increased with Hitler’s pursuit of the annexation
of Austria, the breakup of Czechoslovakia, and the looming war with
Poland. However, Hitler soon realized that growing anti-colonial unrest
in the British and French empires around the world was not enough to
pressure London and Paris into accepting entirely his plans for central
and Eastern Europe. By the summer of 1939, it was clear that Hitler
would have to seek his goals in Europe through war. His altered policy
of some encouragement and relatively insignificant material support for
Arab unrest in Palestine and elsewhere in 1938 and 1939, meant pri-
marily to distract Anglo-French attention from Central Europe rather
than actually threaten the existence of the British and French empires,
was ultimately unsuccessful.

Germany’s victory over France in June 1940, coupled with Italy’s en-
try into the war on Germany’s side and the unsuccessful Italian invasions
of Greece and Egypt in the fall, directly extended Germany’s political
and military involvement into the region. It also brought Hitler face to
face with the conflicting French, Italian, and Spanish imperial interests
in the Mediterranean region, with potential conflicts of interest in the
Balkans and Syria between Italy and Turkey, and with Arab demands
that a seemingly invincible and victorious Germany formally commit
itself to support Arab independence. However, Hitler took the very clear
position from the start that Italian interests and ambitions in the entire
Mediterranean were paramount in Axis relations and policy, albeit in
avoidance of conflict with Turkey. Moreover, France’s colonial position
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in the region would have to be more or less preserved, in the interest of
enlisting the support of Vichy France and French civilian and military
officials in the colonies against Great Britain and the United States."
In the end, Arab hopes for a genuine Axis commitment to Arab inde-
pendence were brushed aside by Hitler and, of course, by Mussolini,
the French government in Vichy, and Franco’s government in Spain.
Yet, Nazi propaganda broadcasts to the region continued to preach Axis
solidarity with Arabs and Muslims everywhere against their common
“Anglo-American and Jewish enemies.” Even as British forces easily de-
feated the brief pro-Axis coup of Rashid Ali al-Gaylani in Iraq and, with
the assistance of French Gaullist troops, seized control of Syria and Leb-
anon from the Vichy French in May and June 1941, an explicit German
commitment to Arab independence was never forthcoming. Repeated
attempts by the increasingly frustrated Mufti of Jerusalem from his pre-
war and wartime exiles in Lebanon, Iraq, and, beginning in November
1941, Berlin, respectively, to secure such a commitment from Germany,
remained unfulfilled.” Indeed, the only firm commitment for change
in the Arab world that Nazi Germany hoped to undertake was the de-
struction of the Jewish National Home in Palestine and, with that, of
the Jewish communities throughout the Middle East and North Africa.

Germany’s primary focus on Europe and its military campaign in
the Soviet Union meant that the resources necessary for a victory in the
Middle East and North Africa would be limited. This problem was com-
pounded by the infusion of American resources into the war and by the
landing of Anglo-American forces in Northwest Africa on 8 November
1942. Moreover, Germany’s continuing deference to the interests and
ambitions of its Italian ally in North Africa and the Fertile Crescent,
coupled with the perceived strategic requirements of protecting the
imperial interests of Vichy France and Franco’s Spain in North Africa,
generally precluded an Axis commitment to Arab independence.?! In
the end, this policy produced no political or strategic advantages for
the Axis war effort in the region. The arguments of Arab exiles in Ber-
lin and Rome to Hitler and Mussolini that an Axis military victory in
the Mediterranean region was possible only with a clear and active Axis
commitment to Arab independence seemed to fall on deaf ears. Indeed,
it is not at all certain that an Arab revolt would have occurred even
if Hitler had made such an open and clear commitment in 1941 and
1942. With the possible exception of the short-lived pro-Axis coup in
Iraq in April and May of 1941, the Arab world remained relatively quiet
during the war years.
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By the end of 1942, the tide of battle had turned decidedly against
the Germans and their Italian allies in North Africa and especially in the
Soviet Union. This made Germany’s hitherto murky policy toward the
Arabs increasingly irrelevant. The New Year 1943 would see the massive
defeat of German forces at Stalingrad in February, followed by the final
Axis defeat in Tunis and expulsion from North Africa in May. This end
of an Axis presence anywhere in the Arab world relegated the Middle
East and North Africa further to the periphery of Germany’s strategic
interests and policy for the remainder of the war. This in turn produced
a new and very different imperative for Hitler’s government, namely
the immediate need to defend its rapidly shrinking position in Europe
against Allied offensives from the Soviet Union in the East, from Italy in
the South, and from an anticipated Allied invasion of France in the West.

By the fall of 1943, following Italy’s surrender in early September,
conflicting Italian, French, and Spanish imperial interests, along with
Arab nationalism and independence and the elimination of the Jewish
National Home in Palestine had for the most part ceased to have any
relevance in German policy. Through late 1943 and 1944, the Mufti in
Berlin concluded that Germany had never been in a position to help
secure Arab independence after all and had in fact never really intended
to do s0.?? Indeed, between 1942 and 1944, he found himself unable to
reverse Germany’s decision to send relatively small numbers of Jewish
refugees from German-occupied Europe to Palestine in exchange for
German nationals who had been in British custody since the beginning
of the war.”® The Mufti’s role in the formation of the Muslim Waffen-SS
(Handschar) division in Bosnia in 1943 had little if anything to do with
Arab independence, the Middle East, and North Africa. That project
was a German idea and a European creation, meant to support Germa-
ny’s war effort in Europe. It consisted mostly of European Muslims and
had little if anything to do with any interests the Nazi regime might still
have had in the Middle East and North Africa during the final two years
of the war.
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