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The book under review here has received attention and appre ci
ation from scholars of religion and of Islamic, Jewish, and sexual ity 
studies. It is an important book, and in five wellwritten chapters, 
the author narrates the life and times of Hugo Marcus (1880–1966). 
Marcus lived a difficult but interesting life as a Jewish gay man who 
con verted to Islam in interwar Berlin. His intellectual biog raphy 
pro vides a chance to explore various facets of German history in 
turbulent times.

Chapter one examines Marcus’s involvement in the gay rights 
move ment led by Magnus Hirsch feld and a wider schol arly and 
activ ist circle in Berlin. The second chapter docu ments Marcus’s 
queer con version to Islam at the Ahmadiyya mosque and maps out 
the vi brant Muslim com munity in interwar Berlin. The third chap ter 
looks at Hugo Hamid Marcus’s changing for tunes as he navi gated his 
Jewish past and Muslim con vert identity during the vio lent rise of 
the Nazi regime and the trans form ation of German soci ety. Chap ter 
four takes us through the difficult history of Jewish per se cution and 
Marcus’s escape from Nazi Ger many to a relatively safe but dis crimin
atory exile in Switzer land. The signifi cant final chapter exam ines the 
liter ary ex pres sion of Marcus’s com plex life as a gay writer, his liter ary 
in flu ences, and the friends who sup ported him in his lonely last years 
until his death in 1966. The intro duction looks at the exist ing histori
ography and the re sult ing con ceptual prob lems and possibil ities for 
work ing on the life and writings of a queer German–Jewish con vert to 
Islam. In Baer’s analysis of Marcus’s life, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
emerges as an import ant intel lectual in flu ence. The con clusion ends 
with the recent establish ment of the queerfriendly Ibn RushdGoethe 
Mosque in Berlin. Through care fully inter woven chapters, we get a 
nuanced intel lectual biog raphy of a difficult life and challenging times 
with various personal contradictions and intellectual confluences. 
It thus pro vides an entry point for understanding more significant 
issues about Muslims, Jews, and queer life in German history.
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Baer’s book contributes to debates in various disciplines and fields 
of research, including connected German–Asian studies—mainly of 
the South Asian Ahmadiyya Muslim community or Ahmadis, who 
formed a modern ist religious movement that established the first major 
mosque in Berlin. This review will engage with the book to ex plore 
the new direction it has opened up in the discipline of German–Asian 
his tory. How can scholars of global history maintain a com para tive 
per spective as they negotiate the demands of trans national actors and 
multi lingual archives? Moving beyond the polarized con tem porary 
debate on Islam and Muslim migrants in Germany, the book offers 
a histor ical reading of Islam, conversion, and German subject ivity in 
the interwar years, which is valuable as the chosen case study is an 
inter est ing and complex one. Ahmadiyya Islam in Germany allows 
for a new reading not just of Ahmadis, but also of Islam: what one 
might call Weimar Islam in interwar Berlin. This ex pres sion of Islam 
main tained a dia logue with German debates on edu cation, science, 
psycho analysis, gender, and life reform (Lebens reform). This allows us 
to see Ahmadiyya Islam as the first signifi cant move ment within South 
Asian Islam to engage with Europe through a mosque and multi
lingual English and German publications in Britain and Germany. 

While the book under review is a meticulous reading of Marcus’s 
understanding and adaptation of Islam, the South Asian Ahmadis 
who were foun dational to his views remain mar ginal. This might be 
because the focus remains on Hugo Marcus, even when the author 
docu ments his role in gay rights circles and the Muslim com munity 
in Berlin. This is a methodo logical problem that stems not so much 
from the ques tion of archives as from the genres of global intel lectual 
history and biography. The Ahmadiyya mosque in Berlin has slowly 
but steadily attracted academic attention, not least because it had some 
notable Euro pean con verts, such as Marcus, Muham mad Asad (born 
Leopold Weiss), and Omar Rolf von Ehren fels. However, by focus ing 
on Euro pean converts without paying attention to the Ahmadi actors 
who brought the know ledge which allowed the possi bility of trans
lation and adaptation and helped build dialogue between the two 
cul tures and languages, Baer achieves only a partial understanding.

Moreover, presenting Ahmadiyya actors solely as religious mis
sion aries is not very productive. Indeed, the imam and regular visitors 
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to the mosque were also university students and scholars pursu ing 
various fields of knowledge, particularly science, eco nomics, and 
philos ophy. These actors included not just the mosque leaders Sad
ruddin and Abdullah, but also regular partici pants such as Syed Abid 
Husain, Zakir Husain, and K. Abdul Hamied, among many others. 
The Ahmad iyya mosque was intellectually con nected with the Ger
man sec ular uni versity and emerged as an import ant public arena for 
study ing secular ism and Islam in Germany. It was open to a range 
of scholars, including those who engaged with minor ity status and 
perse cution. This may explain their open ness to sexual minor ities. 
In other words, thinking in terms of minor ities instead of iden tity 
markers became a more product ive way to under stand the presence 
of a variety of political, religious, and sexual minor ities. The Ahmadis 
under stood the issue of perse cution of Jews and homo sexuals be
cause they had themselves been con fronted with perse cution in the 
increasingly communal ized and sectarian polity of British India. Here, 
some attention to the comparative dimension of South Asian his tory 
would have helped to contextualize and better understand Ahmadi 
politics in Europe.

The author does an admirable job of mapping the world of Hugo 
Marcus. However, Baer does not de centre or examine the complex
ities of Marcus’s intellectual influences, instead confining himself 
to German intel lectuals and knowledge formation. Apart from the 
works of Goethe, the remarkable and prolific writings of the in
fluen tial Ahmadi writer and leader Muhammed Ali on questions of 
modern ity, religion, and subjectivity are mentioned but not ex plored. 
The author reveals that the Ahmadis continued to support Marcus 
person ally, despite many threats, even as German society and in sti
tutions were Nazi fied. Not only did they help Marcus escape from 
Ger many to Switzer land, but they also made travel arrange ments for 
his stay in British India. Unlike Omar Rolf von Ehrenfels, who moved 
to British India and worked with Ahmadis, Marcus made a differ ent 
choice. He returned to Switzer land, where he relied on his Jewish and 
homo sexual con nections. Ahmadi friends continued to sup port him 
finan cially, emotion ally, and intellectually, as is clear from the letters 
they ex changed. They also engaged critically with his trans lations and 
helped him develop his scholarly work on Islam and modernity.

GeRman, Jew, muslim, Gay
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Ahmadiyya Islam sought a new form of connection and affinity 
over difference. This made it appealing to many Germans, par ticu
larly Jewish converts to Islam. However, this sense of identifi cation 
must be critically analysed. Queer conversion is an ex tremely inter est
ing phenom enon and can be understood as an act of trans lation. Baer 
is one of the finest scholars on the issue of conversion, as is evi dent 
in this book. However, it seems to me that the case study reveals con
version not just as a religious act but as an intel lectual and emo tional 
trans lation. Marcus negoti ated the meaning of what was avail able 
and what he desired personally. This brings us to questions of subject
ivity and desire, both conscious and subconscious, and to the issue of 
con version. It seems that Islam appeared as a queer religion, at least 
in the version understood by Marcus. This is an important point in the 
con tem porary debates about Islam and homosexuality.

The book reveals fascinating facets of Marcus’s life as a Jewish, 
Muslim, and gay German. Yet Marcus belonged to all and none of 
these categories. If anything, his life and death are a testament to the 
fail ure of compartmentalizing identity and intellectual history.
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