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IMPACT OF WORLD WAR | ON THE MUSLIM POPULATION OF SERBIA®
I. Diinya Savast'nin Swrbistan'daki Musliiman Nifusa Etkisi

Giirsoy SAHIN™

Abstract: Relying on Ottoman archival documents, this article presents that during World War | the
protection of the Muslim population in Serbia could be achieved only with the help of the mediator states who
provided communication between the Ottoman Empire and Serbia. After the Ottoman Empire lost large portions of
its lands in the Balkans, the protection of the Muslim population in the Balkans emerged as a new problem. The
Istanbul Treaty of March 14, 1914 aimed to solve these problems, but the outbreak of WWI made the implementation
difficult as the issues could only be discussed indirectly through mediator states.

Key Words: Ottoman Empire, Serbia, World War |, Balkan Wars, Italy, Muslims

Ozet: Osmanh arsiv belgelerine dayanarak hazirlanan bu makale Birinci Diinya Savasi’nda Sirbistan’daki
Miisliiman niifusun korunmasinin Osmanli Devleti ve Sirbistan arasinda aracilik yapan devletler vasitasiyla
saglanabildigini ortaya koymaktadir. Osmanli Devleti’nin Balkan Savaglari sonrasinda Balkanlar’da biraktigi
topraklarinda kalan Miisliiman halkin haklarinin korunmasi yeni bir mesele olarak ortaya ¢ikmistir. 14 Mart 1914°te
imzalanan Istanbul Anlasmasi meseleye ¢oziim getirmeye ¢aligmis ancak Birinci Diinya Savasi’nin ¢ikmasi ve
Osmanli-Sirp diplomatik iliskilerinin kesintiye ugramasi ile anlasmanin uygulanmasinda sorunlar yasanmistir. Bu
sorunlar ancak araci devletlerin yardimlari ile kismen giderilebilmistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Osmanli Devleti, Sirbistan, I. Diinya Savasi, Balkan Savaslari, italya, Musliimanlar

Introduction

Relations between the Ottoman Empire and Serbia date back to fourteenth century. After
the Ottoman Empire took control of Serbia in the fifteenth century, direct Ottoman rule lasted
until 1830.! From 1830 to the Congress of Berlin in 1878, Serbia functioned as an autonomous
state within the Ottoman Empire.? Serbian independence in 1878, brought along new territories
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including Nis, Pirot (Sehirkdy) and Leskowitz (Leskofca).® Thus, the country's land area
increased from 37.840 square kilometers to 48.302 square kilometers.*

The Balkan Wars (1912-13) took Ottoman-Serbian relations into a different dimension.®
While the Ottoman Empire lost a large part of its Balkan territory, Serbia became a stakeholder
in some of these territories.® As a result of the Balkan Wars, the Ottoman Empire signed the
Istanbul Treaty on March 14, 1914 in Istanbul in order to solve problems with Serbia.” Border
disputes were not mentioned in the agreement due simply to the fact that the Ottoman Empire
did not share any border with Serbia. However, the protection of Muslims’ rights living in
Serbia became a major issue.

The Ottoman Empire declared its neutrality after signing an alliance treaty with Germany
on August 2, 1914. The neutrality declared by the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the war
was met positively by Serbia. Commentators noted, however, that siding with the Entente
Powers rather with Germany would provide greater benefits to the Ottoman Empire.? Likewise,
as seen in a document dated July 29, 1914, Russia and Serbia declared their wish to continue a
good relationship with the Ottoman Empire.® To defuse tension caused by two German warships
entering the Bosporus, the Ottoman Empire announced that it had bought these ships. The
Ottoman Empire backed away from its neutral position in the World War 1 thinking it would be
beneficial to side with Germany.'® Thus, the Ottoman Empire entered the World War | as an
opponent of Serbia.

Unfortunately, the academic writings on the political relations between the two states
during World War | are extremely limited." This paper seeks to contribute to the research in
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this field as well as to examine Ottoman-Serbian relations during the World War | (1914-1918),
an extremely important period in the history of Serbia as well as the other Balkan nations.

The Determination of the Mediator States in the Ongoing Relations

The Istanbul Agreement, which aimed to regulate Ottoman-Serbian relations after the
Balkan Wars, was not implemented because the two states entered World War | as opponents.*?
For this reason, the Ottoman Empire tried to protect the rights of Muslim people like Boshians
and Albanians living in Serbia using every possible diplomatic tool. Indeed, the diplomatic
relations between the two countries ended officially on November 1, 1914. On this
development, Mr. Cevad (Ezine), the Ottoman Ambassador to Belgrade, and Dr. Jakov
Nenadovic, the Serbian Ambassador in Istanbul, returned to their respective countries.™ In fact,
before official relations between the two states were interrupted, diplomatic relations with
Serbia became very difficult. For example, according to a document dated September 8, 1914,
the Ottomans sought a meeting with Serbian representatives but it could not be realized due to
the state of war in Serbia.'

When the Ottomans and Serbs could not meet, mediator states became involved to protect
the rights of citizens in both countries. The formal cessation of diplomatic relations between the
two countries led mediator states to step forward. It was extremely important to protect the lives
and rights of the civilians during the war in terms of inter-state relations. The first mediation
attempt in this regard came from Italy. In fact, Russia left the protection of the Russian citizens
living in the Ottoman Empire to Italy. Italy requested approval by declaring the situation to the
Ottoman authorities on September 4, 1914, and it made an offer to the Ottoman Empire. The
Italian authorities stated that they were ready to protect the interests of Ottoman citizens in
Russia and in Serbia if required. On this, the Ottoman government stated that they would be
grateful if Italy would protect the interests of Ottoman citizens in Serbia and that they were
delighted to receive such an offer.”® Thus, the Italian embassy took upon itself the task of
protecting the rights of the Muslims in Serbia during the war.™®

On the other hand, it was accepted that the interests of Serbian, British, and French
citizens would be protected by the American embassy. A day after the cessation of official
relations between the Ottomans and Serbia, on November 2, 1914, the US embassy reported to
the Ottoman government that they were assigned to protect the interests of Serbian citizens
according to the provision of international law regarding the “protection of the enemy citizen’s
rights” due to the fact that the agreement was signed before the war and the other concessions
remained invalid. The Ottoman government found the US embassy suitable to protect the
interests of the mentioned states and citizens.’

Later on, Italy prioritized its interests on the Adriatic coast and agreed to join the Entente
Powers on April 26, 1915 in London. Within a month Italy broke its neutrality and declared war
against Austria-Hungary on May 20, 1915. As ltaly joined the war, its mission to protect the
Ottoman citizens in Serbia ended. Then the Ottoman government contacted the Bulgarian
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government for mediation.'® Once Bulgaria declared war against Serbia on October 14, 1915,
the issue of the Muslims’ protection became highly problematic.*®

Despite the Italian involvement in the war against the Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman
government requested Italy to continue its mission to protect the Muslim population’s rights in
Serbia. As a result of these attempts, the Italian ambassador in Nis on May 27, 1915, in line
with the request of the Ottoman Foreign Ministry, continued its mediation activities with the
Serbian state in order to protect the rights of the Muslim community in Serbia. As seen from the
documents, the Ottoman Empire was pleased with the work made in the region by the Italian
embassy. As a result of the Italian Embassy’s efforts, the Serbian Prime Minister Nikola Pasi¢
promised to treat the Muslim population well in the future. The Italian embassy reported this to
the Ottoman Empire. Thereupon, the Ottoman government thanked the embassy for its efforts in
Nis.? However, the question was whether this promise was fulfilled by the Serbian government.
When the United States joined the war on April 2, 1917, the Ottoman citizens’ protection in
Serbia was officially left to the Swedish embassy®* but the US embassy’s involvement in the
mediation continued.?

Diplomatic Tension during the First Months of the War: “Mutual Attacks against
the Embassies”

It is understood that there were diplomatic tensions between Serbia and the Ottoman
Empire immediately after the cessation of formal relations. Even before the Ottoman Empire
entered the war, the Serbian side attacked the Ottoman embassy in Nis and the consulate in
Skopje and captured official documents.” The Ottoman consulate in Skopje reported to the
Foreign Ministry on November 3, 1914 that before the cessation of diplomatic relations with
Serbia, Serbs attacked the Ottoman consulate under the guise of inspection and arrested the
officers of the consulate and took them to the police station. Later their clothes and homes were
confiscated. The Serbs withheld the documents found in the consulate, only later were they
returned. The report stated that the documents would be returned but the Serbs also mentioned
the possibility of confiscating some of these documents.?

As retaliation, the Ottoman Empire invaded the Serbian embassy in Istanbul. The
Ottoman police sealed the rooms of the Serbian ambassador’s official residence on November 8,
1914 and a military sergeant was assigned to control entry and exit. The American ambassador,
who was in charge of protecting Serbian interests in the Ottoman Empire, protested the action
with a verbal note on November 16, 1914.%

The United States protested that there were political documents in the official residence
and that embassies could not be touched even during war. Thus, with these actions the Ottoman
Empire violated international law.*® Ottoman officials countered that according to the
reciprocity principle applied during wars they had the right to control the Serbian embassy.?’
Moreover, the Ottoman Empire cited the Serbian attacks on the consulate in Skopje and the
embassy in Nis and asserted the principle that “If a state does not comply with the interstate
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law, a right may arise for the others to disobey also” and therefore their actions should not be
considered contrary to the law. Also, it was stated that taking useful machines such as a wireless
telegraph machine from the Serbian Embassy, which was necessary for the defence of the state,
should not be considered abnormal. The Ottoman Empire was cautious about this issue. First, an
investigation was started about whether or not the embassy and the consulate were separate
locations and whether or not the seized documents were political in nature and the results were
scheduled to be reported to the American Embassy.?

Subsequently on November 24, 1914, Ottoman administrators addressed the US embassy.
It was reported that seizing certain documents while inspecting the Serbian consulate in
Beyoglu just at the beginning of the war was retaliation for the confiscation of documents
belonging to the Ottoman consulate in Skopje. It was expressed in the written reply to the US
embassy that if the documents, which were taken from the consulate in Skopje were returned to
the Ottomans, the Ottoman police would return the seized Serbian documents.?

It is clear from Ottoman documents that the repercussions of this problem continued
throughout the war; both the US and the Swedish embassies followed up on this issue. The
problem arose again at the end of the war. Indeed, on February 1, 1918 the Swedish and
American embassies took initiatives to put their hands on the documents of the Serbian
consulate. They sealed the rooms where the documents of the consulate were kept, asserting that
some fresh air needed to be let into the rooms, pointing out that the Serbian embassy did not
open the room where the documents were kept.*The same issue arose again on October 3,
1918. The pretext of cleaning and ventilating the room was probably the result of a suspicion
that the documents may have been tampered with, allowing the intermediaries to check whether
they were in place or not.

Ottoman administrators had cleaned the rooms of the Serbian consulate in Beyoglu from
time to time, but it was reported to the American and Swedish embassies that the documents
were untouched. The Ottoman Empire requested information through the help of the Swedish
Embassy in Istanbul about the state of the consulate in Skopje. According to the information
obtained, the Ottoman consulate was still closed. Considering this information, the Ottoman
Empire stated that the documents and the buildings belonging to the Ottoman consulate in
Skopje needed to be cleaned and ventilated too.*" However, they failed to provide precise
information about how to solve this issue over which both sides struggled for a long time.

Oppression of Muslims and Its Impact on the Ottoman-Serbian Relations

One of the major issues affecting the relations between Serbia and the Ottoman Empire
during World War | was the oppression of Muslims in Serbia. These problems included
censorship applied by the Serbian state to the letters of the Muslim populations, the confiscation
of their properties, forced labours, and forced military enlistment. Moreover, they included the
animals and vehicles of the Muslim population by the soldiers, exacting money from the
Muslims, and Muslims being treated coldly by administrative and military officers.
Furthermore, for no reason, some of them were imprisoned, exiled, oppressed, and even killed
by military forces.*

In the first months of World War |, Serbia took extraordinary measures which were
implemented throughout the entire nation. In August 1914, all the letters reaching the post
offices went through censorship. In fact, its aim was to prevent the Serbian public from
becoming aware of news that would hurt morale. The Serbian government decided to punish the

2 BOA, DH.EUM.5.Sb., 3/47, 27 Zilhicce 1332 (November 16, 1914).
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writers of letters with such content. This was the reason for the arrest and imprisonment of
many Muslims. When Muslims suffered from this censorship being applied to their letters, the
Ottoman embassy acted. At the beginning of his mission on August 18, 1914, the Ottoman
ambassador to Serbia, Mr. Cevad (Ezine), requested certain necessary measures be implemented
in a report he sent to the Ottoman government.*

Immediately after Serbia’s entry into the war, various hardships were imposed on the
Muslim population, which were reflected in the documents from October 19, 1914.%* One of the
problems encountered in this sense was the matter of the Muslims’ military enlistment.
According to the Istanbul Treaty, Muslims were exempted from the military service. However,
due to the attack of some Bulgarian gangs that included Muslim, Serbia sent the Muslim
population to military service or used them for grunt work, which was a violation of the
agreement. In their turn, the Muslims living in this area opposed the implementation in a more
pronounced way, especially after jihad was declared by the Ottoman Empire. The Muslim
community gathered and evaluated this issue and stated that this decision by the Serbian
government would not be accepted. As a result of Muslim protest, the Serbian government gave
up enlisting Muslim soldiers.*®

Another problem faced by the Muslims was the grunt work given to the Muslim
population by the Serbian government in November-December 1914. In this regard, on January
10, 1915 some information was requested from the Italian Embassy in Nis. In these documents,
it was stated that procedures contrary to the agreement and to the human rights were performed,
the Muslims were taken to military service through violence, their animals which were the
source of their livelihood were confiscated, and these implementations caused serious
disturbances.*

Another issue which was on the agenda between Serbia and the Ottoman Empire during
this period was the matter of extraditing Muslim soldier fugitives to Serbia. According to a
document dated September 8, 1915, the Serbian soldiers of Bulgarian and Muslim background
fled from Serbia to Greece but they were extradited to Serbia by trains. Thereupon, the Ottoman
governrsr;ent asked the Greek Foreign Ministry not to extradite the fugitive Muslim soldiers to
Serbia.

Problems Related to Properties and Land

Another problem faced by the Muslims living in Serbia during this period was the issue
of property and land confiscation. The aforementioned Istanbul Treaty stated that the Muslims
had the right to choose their nationality within three years, those who changed nationality and
emigrated were both exempted from custom duties and had the right to protect their properties
and control them through a third party.*®

Before the Istanbul Treaty was signed, the Serbian government had passed a law called
“Regulatory about the Settlement Right of the Entities in the Annexation Area” (the Regulation
and Colonization of the Agrarian Reform).** According to this law, the ownership and
settlement of abandoned lands and unused state lands were made easier. The second article of
this law stated that the abandoned lands and the lands without owners were owned by the state
and that these lands would be inhabited by the population. The lands that were defined as
“abandoned” were lands where no agricultural activities had taken place within the past year,

3 BOA, HR.SYS., 2402/24; August 18, 1914; A. Ozkan, "I Diinya Savasi’nda...", p. 42.

% BOA, HR.SYS., 2403/74, October, 19, 1914.
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% BOA, HR.HMS.ISO., 209/13, 23 Safer 1333 (January 10, 1915).

3" BOA, HR.SYS., 2413/11, September 8, 1915.

% BOA, Dahiliye Nezareti Mebani-i Emiriye ve Hapishaneler Miidiiriyeti Miiteferrik (DH.MB.HPS.M.), 13/30, 7
Recep 1332 (June 1, 1914).
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and were thus left uncultivated.”® The Serbian government signed the Istanbul Treaty while it
was making plans for the implementation of this regulation. It seemed that despite the treaty,
Serbia aimed to implement the regulation. Thereupon, the Ottoman administration argued
against the land regulation made by Serbia just before the agreement and warned its citizens.

The Ottoman Empire requested that the Italian Embassy in Nis protect the rights of the
Muslims living in Serbia. The Italian Embassy contacted Serbian authorities to protect the lands
belonging to Ottoman citizens who had migrated or remained in Serbia. Italy asked for the
cancellation of the 2" Article of the law so that Serbia would not consider these uncultivated
lands as abandoned.** The persistent efforts of the Ottoman Empire and the Italian ambassador
in Nis were successful. The 2" Article of the law, which would have entered into force on May
26, 1914, was replaced by the Serbian government on May 9, 1914 as a result of the responses
reIevantAzto this issue. So, the regulations about the abandoned lands were deemed to be
invalid.

But again, the Ottoman Empire took precautions to secure its citizens’ rights in Serbia.
On May 19, 1914 the Ottoman Interior Ministry cautioned that Serbian confiscation of lands left
by the Balkan emigrants was still a possibility should they remain uncultivated for a year. The
ministry cautioned that citizens of the Ottoman Empire with lands in Serbia should take
precautions.*®

At the later stages of the World War |, Serbia acted again under the pretext of
“Confiscating the goods and properties belonging to the citizens of the enemy state”. It was
reported that Serbia would pass a law confiscating and goods of the enemy countries. On
January 10, 1915 Serbia took another step on this issue.* The Serbian government announced
through newspaper advertisements that Muslims had to present a certificate of the ownership of
all land, real estate, and other properties by April 10, 1915, otherwise such rights would not be
recognized. This step would result in the Serbian confiscation of lands owned by Muslim
migrants who had left to Ottoman-controlled territories. Upon this, the Ottoman administration
warned the Muslims who emigrated from Serbia and owned properties in the mentioned area
and encouraged them to object to this Serbian decision through petitions.* The Ottoman Empire
issued the names of those suffering damages and showed the amount of the damages.* The
warnings on this subject were repeated frequently.*’

On these developments, some of the immigrants who spread across Turkey claimed the
protection of their lands in the areas mentioned by filing petitions. For example, Mehmed
Muammer Efendi, who was a police sergeant in Urfa, gave a petition to the lieutenant governor
to be forwarded to the Interior Ministry. In his petition, Mehmed Muammer Efendi requested
the protection of his household land situated in Kosovo in the town of Prizrin, which was
occupied by Serbia and reported that he had the ownership certificate of this land by referring to
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Hapishaneler Miduriyeti (DH.MB.HPS.), 154/50, 4 Saban 1333 (June 17, 1915).

“6 BOA, Dahiliye Nezareti Emniyet-i Umumiye Levazim Kalemi (DH.EUM.LVZ.), 28/11-A, 2 Cemaziyelevvel 1333
(March 18, 1915); BOA, Dahiliye Nezareti Emniyet-i Umumiye Mudriyeti Mektubi Kalemi (DH.EUM.MTK.),
72/4, 2 Cemaziyelevvel 1333 (March 18, 1915); BOA, Dahiliye Nezareti Hukuk Miisavirligi (DH.HMS.), 27/53, 29
Rebiiilahir 1333 (March 16, 1915); BOA, DH.I.UM.EK., 92/55, 10 Cemaziyelahir 1333 (April 25, 1915).

4T BOA, DH.MB.HPS., 154/51, 4 Saban 1333 (June 17, 1915); BOA, Dahiliye Nezareti Um(r-1 Mahalliye-i Vilayat
Miidiiriyeti (DH.UMVM.), 123/85, 4 Saban 1333 (June 17, 1915).
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the cases specified in the advertisement section of the Tasfir-i Ekfar newspaper dated March 25,
1915.%

Consequently, the Serbian government decided to comply with the property rights of the
Muslims who had become Ottoman citizens.*® However, it emphasized again the importance of
not leaving the lands uncultivated. For example, in a communique reported by the Foreign
Ministry on September 1, 1915, the citizens who left Serbia but owned lands in the abandoned
area were reminded to rent their lands through a trustee in order not to lose their right fof
ownership and that agricultural activities should have continued on the lands.® There are many
example of repeating the same warnings.*

Another problem faced by the Muslims who stayed in the area after the Balkan Wars and
during the years of the World War | was the issue of the citizenship. Essentially, the nationality
issue of the Muslims who stayed in Serbia was set according to the Istanbul Treaty. But that
agreement was terminated due to the outbreak of the World War |. For this reason, it was
difficult to reach a solution concerning the nationality issue during the war years . Instructions
in accordance with the terms of the agreement were published in order to solve this issue.*

Conclusion

The most sensitive period of the relations between the Ottoman Empire and Serbia was
undoubtedly the years of the Balkan Wars and World War 1. A number of problems were
experienced in the relationship because the two states fought as opponents during the War.
There were two key issues creating tensions in the diplomatic relations between the Ottoman
Empire and Serbia during the war. The first of these was the attack of the embassies while the
second was related to the rights of the Muslims who either emigrated or stayed in Serbian
territory.

In this sense, the embassy’s attack was one of the most important examples of retaliation
by both states during the war. The attack on the Serbian Embassy in Istanbul was carried out by
the Ottoman Empire in response to the seizure of documents that resulted from the Serbian
attack on the Ottoman embassy and consulate in Nis and Skopje. The issue was resolved
through the intervention of the mediator states; with such assistance, the parties did not create a
major crisis.

When it came to the issue of protecting the rights of the Muslims, Serbia was reluctant
and used the war as an excuse to confiscate the land, property, and the animals of the Muslims
and force the Muslim population to enter military service, contrary to the Istanbul Treaty. The
Ottoman Empire made the necessary attempts in order to protect the rights of the Muslims and
from time to time it achieved positive results. It is noteworthy that in both issues, Serbia
sidestepped problems by citing World War | as a reason and chose to solve them in accordance
with its own wishes. However, it should also be noted that these kinds of problems are not
inevitable due to the state of war. Overall it appeared that the mediator states’ steps produced
more positive results despite obstacles.

8 BOA, DH.I.UM.EK., 92/46, 5 Cemaziyelahir 1333 (April 20, 1915).

49 BOA, Dahiliye Nezareti idare-i Umumiye Kalemi (DH.I.UM.), 25/2-04, 21 Sevval 1333 (September 1, 1915); A.
Ozkan, "I. Diinya Savasi’nda...", p. 64.

9 BOA, DH.I.LUM.EK., 10/2, 21 Sevval 1333 (September 1, 1915).

51 BOA, DH.I.UM., 25/2-04, 21 Sevval 1333 (September 1, 1915); BOA, DH.LUM.EK., 94/63, 21 Sevval 1333
(September 1, 1915); BOA, DH.I.LUM.EK., 92/30, 22 Cemaziyelevvel 1333 (April 7, 1915).

%2 BOA, Dahiliye Nezareti Sicill-i Niifus Tahrirat Kalemi (DH.SN.THR.), 69/41, 22 Saban 1334 (June 24, 1916);
BOA, DH.SFR., 82/181, 11 Rebiiilevvel 1336 (December 25, 1917); BOA, DH.UMVM., 123/106, 17 Saban 1333
(June 30, 1915); BOA, DH.EUM.VRK., 15/11, 17 Saban 1333 (June 30, 1915); BOA, DH.MB.HPS., 154/81, 17
Saban 1333 (June 30, 1915); BOA, DH.SN.THR., 67/72, 16 Cemaziyelevvel 1334 (March 21, 1916); BOA,
DH.SN.THR. 64/79, 20 Zilkade 1333 (September 29, 1915); ibrahim Serbestoglu, Osmanli Kimdir? Osmanli
Devleti’nde Tabiiyet Sorunu, Yeditepe Publishing, Istanbul 2014, p. 352.
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