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Identities in Transition

Contested Space and Identities in Jerusalem

This  ch a pter w ill ex plor e the process by which Ottoman identity and 
affi  liation to the Ottoman collective were negotiated and thought of in Jerusa-
lem during World War I, by examining changes in both the public and private 
spheres. Focusing fi rst on the public domain, I will investigate the ways the urban 
public space was utilized, changed, and negotiated during the war years. Mov-
ing to the private sphere, I will then closely examine the ways by which the war 
aff ected people’s identities and senses of affi  liation to the empire. Th e public and 
private domains are related, as will be demonstrated in the following. Changes 
in public space and its uses also aff ected the ways people thought of the city, 
its authorities, their own position in it, and their own affi  liation to various col-
lectives. Space and place are considered here to be intimately bound with the 
constitution of social identities, and are deeply embedded in historical confl icts 
and processes, such as the war. Urban space is viewed not as a passive, fi xed, 
or abstract arena where things simply “happen,” but rather as a site of politi-
cal action that involves confl icts over the meanings and interpretations of public 
space. History of people, then, is integrated here with history of place.1

Treating Jerusalem as a mixed urban locale, the fi rst section of this chapter 
focuses on the uses of public spaces in the city, and on how the war aff ected these 
spaces and their usage. Places receive new meanings in wartime than they do in 
times of peace, writes Jay Winter; he gives as an example the way railway stations 
become a site in which identities are exchanged during wartime, when civilians 
wear uniform and turn into soldiers as they are sent to war.2 In the case inves-
tigated here, some of the questions that will be addressed have to do with the 
use of public space in Jerusalem. Who used diff erent circles, gardens, and public 
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buildings in Jerusalem before the war and for what purpose? How did the func-
tion and use of these places change following the outbreak of war? How did the 
presence of soldiers in the city change the urban environment? Th ese questions 
will be explored by focusing on three such spaces: Jaff a Road, Jaff a Gate, and the 
public municipal garden.

Th e second section of this chapter will discuss the ways the war aff ected 
people’s views of themselves in the context of the Ottoman collective. By a close 
reading and comparison of two diaries, those of Ihsan Tourjman and Khalil al-
Sakakini, I will analyze in a micro level how the war, as well as local and regional 
developments, infl uenced these two individuals. Mainly I will focus on the ways 
Tourjman and Sakakini articulated and struggled over their location within the 
city and the empire. Th e diaries reveal the negotiation over multiple levels of 
identifi cation, such as Arabism, Ottomanism, and local identities, and the ways 
they played out at this time of crisis. Th ey also emphasize the connection between 
the very private feelings and contemplations and the external developments tak-
ing place at the time in Jerusalem and Palestine.

Con tested Space:  Pu blic Space a n d Its  Uses

As with other cities around the world, the city of Jerusalem had certain areas 
within it that can be described as political public spaces. What is public space 
and how can it be defi ned? Th e origins of the concept of public space can be fi rst 
located in relation to Greek democracy and to the notion of the place where citi-
zenship was practiced and debated, a meeting place that enabled citizens to inter-
act and exchange ideas. In recent years, a growing theoretical debate has focused 
on the fundamental related questions of what are the meanings of “public,” what 
makes a space “public,” and what formulates “the public.” Two of the questions 
that are being asked in this context are what a public realm is and what the rela-
tions between the public and government are.3

Henry Lefebvre’s works on everyday practices of life and the social produc-
tion of space are essential for any discussion on urban public space, the spaces 
in cities in which day-to-day activities are performed. Although the discussion 
on public space takes diff erent directions and forms, Lefebvre emphasizes the 
dialectical relationship between identity and urban space, and provides a con-
ceptual framework for understanding spatial practices of everyday life as being 
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central to the production and maintenance of physical space. Lefebvre’s distinc-
tion between representational space (lived space, space in use, but also symbolic 
and imagined spaces) and representations of space (planned, ordered, and con-
trolled space) is especially useful. Public space, according to Don Mitchell, oft en 
falls into the category of representation of space, but as people use these spaces 
they also become representational spaces. However, public spaces are also “spaces 
for representation,” spaces in which a political movement can use the space that 
allows it to be seen and to represent itself to larger publics and audiences. Diff er-
ent social groups can also become public and represent and expose themselves 
through their use of public space.4

Public spaces gain symbolic, as well as practical, meaning throughout the 
years through a process of negotiation between diff erent groups that try to utilize 
the space for their own purposes. Central to this process is the dynamic of inclu-
sion and exclusion of diff erent groups from the urban space. On the one hand, 
these groups can be those who challenge the state’s authorities, including mar-
ginalized groups that use public space in order to represent themselves. On the 
other hand, it can be the state itself that uses the space for its own manifestation 
of power and authority. Th e practical and symbolic usage of a space, then, can be 
negotiated and changed.5

In an attempt to create a typology of public space, Fran Tonkiss suggests 
three ideal types of such spaces in the city. Th e fi rst is the square, pubic parks, 
or green areas as sites of collective belonging, places that are provided or pro-
tected by the state and that off er equal and free access to all users. Th e second 
public space is represented by the café as a place representing social exchange 
and encounter, mainly among the bourgeois. Th e third locale is the street, which 
represents the basic unit of public life in the city, a shared public space that allows 
individuals to interact, on diff erent levels, with others. Th e streets represent 
spaces that, theoretically at least, are equally accessible to everyone.6

Following this suggested typology, I would like to focus the analysis on sev-
eral secular sites in Jerusalem (as opposed to religious spaces) within the city cen-
ter just outside the walls, which stretch between the municipality, Jaff a Gate, and 
Damascus Gate and include the Russian Compound and the city park (see map 
2). How were these spaces, Jaff a Road, Jaff a Gate, and the garden, utilized in the 
process of war? What were their diff erent functions? Who were the people seen 
in the streets of Jerusalem at this period? What were the activities taking place in 
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the streets and the gardens? Who were the people participating in them, and how 
did these activities aff ect life in the city at this time of crisis? To use Lefebvre’s 
terminology, these three sites can be viewed as both representational spaces and 
representations of space, as they were both controlled by the Ottoman authorities, 
but at the same time were also contested spaces that were claimed and used by 
diff erent groups for diff erent purposes.

Th e area of Jaff a Gate and Jaff a Road that connected the Old City with some 
of the new neighborhoods served as one of the major centers of the city during 
the last years of Ottoman rule. Jaff a Road is still central in today’s Jerusalem 
as well. In 1914, before the war broke out, the area served as a lively commer-
cial and social center, in which one could fi nd many stores, banks, coff ee shops, 
and a large public garden. In 1896, the municipality moved to its new building 
at the corners of Mamila (Ma’mun Allah) and Jaff a Road, and turned this area 
into an administrative center as well. In his memoir, Ya‘akov Yehoshua described 
this area, between the municipality and Jaff a Gate, as the City of Jerusalem. Th e 
big merchant houses; the foreign banks and post offi  ces, including the Anglo-
Palestine Company Bank; the hotels; the consulates; and the coff eehouses were 
all located in this area, near the municipality. Th e shops, which belonged to Arab, 
Armenian, Greek, German, and some Jewish merchants, sold imported textile 
products and appliances and off ered to exchange diff erent mercantile products. 
Th e customers of these shops were both the local population and tourists. Th is 
is also where the fi rst three photography stores in Jerusalem were opened. Th ese 
stores, the hotels (Du-Park, which was later known as Hotel Fast, Lloyd or Jeru-
salem-Kaminitz Hotel, and Hughes Hotel), as well as the travel agencies, which 
had offi  ces in the streets, all served the tourists who frequented this street.7 Th is 
area was a mixed urban locale that served social, economic, and administrative 
functions for all of the city’s inhabitants, as well as for its visitors. It was where 
people interacted and communicated.

Th e city park (al-muntaza al-baladi), Al-Manshiya, was located nearby as 
well. Established near the Russian Compound in 1892, it served as an important 
site in the city’s life during the last years of the Ottoman Empire and during the 
war, as will be examined later. First and foremost, it was a social space, a place of 
leisure, in which Jerusalemites as well as governmental offi  cials and military per-
sonnel walked around while enjoying the music that was played there every aft er-
noon on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays. In the café, which was located in one of 



Identities in Transition | 57

the garden’s corners, people could drink coff ee or cold beverages and smoke the 
Nargilah. But the garden also served as a political site. During the late Ottoman 
period, it served as a gathering place for government celebrations or announce-
ments, as well as for demonstrations of all kinds. During special celebrations for 
the empire, a military band played in the garden as well.8

Jerusalem turned into a “front line” in the war and as an area of actual fi ght-
ing only in December 1917, during the British occupation of the city. During most 
of the war Jerusalem served as a rear base for Ottoman, German, and Austrian 
forces that were sent to fi ght mainly on the southern front. Th e number of soldiers 
that were present in Jerusalem varied, according to the developments in the front 
lines. However, the presence of military forces was felt in the city throughout the 

Map 2. Jerusalem: Old City, City Center, and Jaff a Road, ca. 1917. Jerusalem, 1:5,000 
(reproduced), Survey of Egypt, ca. 1917. Source: Eran Laor Cartographic Collection, Jer 
334, NLI.
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war and aff ected the dynamic within its public spaces. In the fi rst stages of the war 
the Ottoman authorities in Jerusalem confi scated many buildings and properties 
that belonged to enemy countries, such as hospitals, convents, and various build-
ings that belonged to diff erent missions. Most of the confi scated property was 
located in the area around the Russian Compound, close to the municipality and 
the Jaff a Road. Th e Notre Dame compound, for example, located across the street 
from the New Gate, became the main headquarters of the Ottoman forces. Many 
of the Ottoman forces were also located nearby in the Russian Compound, which 
included the military police and a military hospital (located in the building of the 
Russian hospital). Th e Ratisbon convent was confi scated and served as a military 
hospital as well. By focusing their forces around the Russian Compound, Jaff a 
Road, and the western gates of the city, the Ottoman forces created a kind of “ter-
ritorial continuity” of their military headquarters and hospitals.9 Th e condensed 
military presence in these areas, coupled with the centrality of this district in the 
administrative, mercantile, and social life of the city just before the war broke out, 
contributed to its importance as a political space during the war years as well.

Another important political public space in Jerusalem was Bab al-Khalil, 
Jaff a Gate, and the area just in front of it. Jaff a Gate serves as a good example of a 
contested space and demonstrates the fl exibility of a political public space. It was 
a site for demonstrations and public hangings and became a symbolic gate for the 
city of Jerusalem, as seen in Allenby’s well-documented ceremony in December 
1917, which took place near the gate. Again, this area served diff erent functions 
during the war years. Before the war broke out, this compound was crowded with 
people who were entering the Old City or going out of it toward Jaff a Road and the 
municipality. Th e area in front of the gate served as the “central station” of Jerusa-
lem; this is where carriages and wagons collected passengers from. In the building 
outside the gate were workshops, shops that sold diff erent merchandise, a bakery, 
restaurants, and cafés. Some of them were owned and managed by Germans.10

Th e most apparent building in Jaff a Gate was the clock tower. Th e Ottomans 
built the tower in 1906 as a present for Sultan Abdülhamid II, and, as other clock 
towers that were built in diff erent locations around the empire, this tower too 
was conceived as a symbol of Ottoman loyalty, as well as of the spirit of change in 
the empire. Th e clock on top of it was considered the most reliable clock in town, 
and the Jerusalemites used to set their clocks according to it. Another symbol for 
Ottoman presence in the area was the sabeel, the public water fountain, which 
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was built near the Jaff a Gate in 1900 to celebrate twenty-fi ve years of the reign 
of Sultan Abdülhamid II and that served the passersby. Both the sabeel and the 
clock tower were removed by the British governor of Jerusalem, Sir Ronald Storrs, 
in 1921 and 1922, respectively.11

Th e area around Jaff a Gate was used for diff erent purposes altogether dur-
ing the war. In Cemal Paşa’s time, this area became a site for demonstrations, 
parades, as well as public executions. When Cemal Paşa ordered the hanging of 
people suspected as Arab nationalists, such as the muft i of Gaza, Ahmed ‘Aref al-
Husayni, the hangings took place at the entrance to Bab al-Khalil. Defectors from 
the Ottoman army were also hanged in Jaff a Gate. On June 30, 1916, for exam-
ple, two Jews, two Christians, and one Muslim, all accused of defecting from 
the army, were hanged there.12 Th e hangings were indeed public: in the photos 
that document them, one can see the hanged men dressed in white clothes, sur-
rounded by Ottoman offi  cers and soldiers. Behind them there are spectators who 
observe the scene. Th ese hangings of political activists in the city gate served as a 
demonstration of Ottoman authority in the city, but also turned into very power-
ful symbols for Cemal Paşa’s cruelty and abuse of the residents of Jerusalem, as 
well as other areas in Palestine and Greater Syria.

Jaff a Gate served as a place for other forms of political manifestations as 
well. During the war, several pro-Ottoman parades ended up or passed through 
the gate on the way from the Old City to the municipality area. Khalil al-Sakak-
ini mentions several of them in his diary. He also describes a parade of soldiers 
who were recently draft ed into the army that passed near the Jaff a Gate. Th e area 
before the gate was crowded with people who were waiting for the soldiers. He 
too was looking for some of his friends, to whom he wanted to say good-bye just 
before they left  the city. For Sakakini and others, this area became a site for a col-
lective farewell from the draft ed soldiers.13

Another big event took place near the Jaff a Gate on December 1914. When 
the news came that Ottoman troops would pass through Jerusalem on their way 
to the Egyptian front, the Jewish Ottomanization Committee decided to orga-
nize a reception for those troops at the entrance of the Jaff a Gate. Th e commit-
tee decided that a special “gate of honor” would be built at Jaff a Gate, by Jewish 
carpenters and under the supervision of Professor Boris Shatz, the director of the 
Bezalel art school. Th e leaders of the Jewish communities and the heads of the 
schools in Jerusalem stood under two tents near the gate and greeted the soldiers 
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with special gift s. Muslim, Jewish, and Christian school students stood along 
the way that led to Jaff a Gate, waving Ottoman fl ags. Once the Ottoman troops, 
headed by the commander of the army, arrived at the gate, they were introduced 
to the representatives of the municipality and the diff erent communities of Jeru-
salem, who greeted them warmly. Th e gate served here as a place of celebration 
and political support of the Ottoman forces.14

Utilized for both social and political functions, one of the intriguing and 
interesting ways in which public space, and mainly the public garden, in Jeru-
salem was used during the war years was for parties and celebrations. Some of 
these celebrations were to mark Ottoman victories (or claimed victories) on the 
battlefi eld, some to collect money for charity, and some to promote the govern-
ment authority. Th ese celebrations are mentioned and discussed quite frequently 
in Jawhariyyeh’s memoir and Tourjman’s diary, though from diff erent perspec-
tives. Jawhariyyeh, as a musician who played at many of these events, mentioned 
them mainly as part of his lively and vivid account of music and art life in late 
Ottoman Jerusalem.15 Tourjman, on the other hand, described these celebrations 
much more critically, as decadent and immoral, and points to them to demon-
strate the extent of Ottoman corruption and immorality. Th ey raise Tourjman’s 
ire and reinforce his growing frustration and antagonism toward the govern-
ment, as will be discussed in detail in the following.

Th e analysis of public sites in Jerusalem serves to demonstrate how public 
space was contested and negotiated during this time of crisis. In the words of 
Henry Lefebvre, “Space is permeated by social relations; it is not only supported 
by social relations but it is also producing and produced by social relations.”16 
In Jerusalem, streets, gardens, and squares served multiple purposes, sometimes 
simultaneously, during this period of wartime and confl ict. Hence, the city gar-
den served as a place for leisure and celebration, as well as a site for political 
protest, and is described and remembered diff erently by people who used it. Jaff a 
Gate was used as both a political site for demonstrations (and hangings) and as a 
vibrant urban space for commerce and daily interaction between the city’s resi-
dents. Indeed, spaces manifest in the broad social and political processes and 
serve to infl uence and shape social identities.17 A close examination of Ihsan 
Tourjman and Khalil Sakakini’s diaries, analyzed here, further demonstrates 
this connection between public space and the processes of negotiating one’s iden-
tity and, in this case, detachment from the Ottoman Empire.
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Con tested Iden tities  a n d A ffil i ations: 
Ihsa n Tou rjm a n a n d K h a lil  a l-Sa k a k i n i  Compa r ed

Considering his service in the Ottoman army and the meaning of his being a 
soldier and fi ghting for the Ottoman cause, Ihsan Tourjman wrote in his diary:

4. Scene inside the Jaff a Gate looking east. A postcard from the begin-
ning of the century. Note the mixed style of clothes and the means 
of transportation. Th e hotel in the distance is Central Hotel. Source: 
World War I Jerusalem photographs, the Jacob Wahrman Collection.
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Will I go to protect my country (watani)? I am not an Ottoman, only in name, 
but a citizen of the world (muwatani al-‘alam) . . . Had the state (dawla) treated 
me as part of it, it would have been worthwhile for me to give my life to it. How-
ever, since the country does not treat me in such way, it is not worthwhile for me 
to give my blood to the Turkish state (al-dawla al-turkiyya). I will happily go [to 
fi ght in Egypt?] but not as an Ottoman soldier.18

Tourjman expresses here his profound frustration and anger at the way the Otto-
man Empire, which he perceived to be his state, treated him. Th is entry refl ects a 
deep sense of dislocation and alienation, and even betrayal from the collective to 
which he belongs, the Ottoman Empire.

Th rough the reading of Ihsan Tourjman’s diary and its comparison to Khalil 
al-Sakakini’s diary, and mainly by exploring Tourjman’s depiction of local and 
regional developments, this section examines how Ottoman identity and affi  li-
ation to the Ottoman collective were negotiated and conceptualized in Jerusa-
lem during World War I. Th e case of Jerusalem demonstrates what Jay Winter 
argues in the context of other cities: that identities on all levels—individual, local, 
national—overlap in times of war and become more signifi cant than in peace 
times. Th e division between “us” and “them” is necessarily being made, but, as 
we will see in the case here, this division may also create much confusion and 
ambivalence.19 Th e analysis of autobiographical sources illuminates and demon-
strates the multilayered levels of people’s identities and the ways they played out 
during the time of war.

Th e question of multiplicity of identities and the processes surrounding the 
negotiation among Ottomanism, Arabism, and local national identities at the 
end of the empire have been widely discussed in the literature.20 As demonstrated 
by Rashid Khalidi, Ottomanism and Arabism lived side by side and allowed a 
wide and fl exible range of identifi cations in the Ottoman context. Before 1914, 
Arabism in general did not imply Arab separatism and did not confl ict with loy-
alty to the Ottoman state. Arabs saw themselves as belonging to the empire, and 
the diff erences between Ottomanists and Arabists were issue specifi c rather than 
ideological. Arabism at that time did not stand for Arab nationalism, and both 
Arabists and Ottomanists perceived themselves as Ottoman patriots.21

How did the war aff ect this complex identity? Several studies have discussed 
the eff ects of World War I on the consciousness of local inhabitants in Syria, 
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Lebanon, and Palestine, and on their sense of belonging to the empire. Tarif Kha-
lidi, for example, suggests that the public hangings of Arab nationalists in Beirut 
and Damascus caused people to start questioning their affi  liation to, and identifi -
cation with, the Ottoman Empire. Ottoman wartime policies provoked sentiments 
of anger, resentment, and horror directed at Cemal Paşa. In this, Khalidi echoes 
George Antonius who, in Th e Arab Awakening, points to Cemal Paşa’s acts against 
the Arabs—in particular the trials and executions of Arab nationalists—and con-
siders them as the immediate reason for Sherif Hussein’s declaration of the Arab 
revolt. Khalidi also identifi es widespread feelings of apathy among the populations 
of Syria and Lebanon, which he attributes to the physical vulnerability of people 
subjected to famine and disease, as well as to a decline in religious belief.22

In his discussion on the formation of Palestinian identity, Rashid Khalidi 
credits the war as well. He attributes the collapse of Ottomanism as transna-
tional ideology (and as a focus of identity) both to the defeat of the Ottoman army 
and to the withdrawal of Ottoman forces from the Arab-speaking lands in 1918. 
Regarding the war years, Khalidi further argues that the attitudes and identities 
of the local population in Palestine were transformed rapidly, but he does not 
develop this argument further.23

Th e case of Jerusalem during the war, as discussed on a micro level here, 
integrates as well as demonstrates the arguments of all of these scholars; but it 
also complicates them. Th e process described in the diaries is one of negotia-
tion between possible conceptions and foci of identity and affi  liation, just before 
the demise of the Ottoman Empire. It portrays the confusion, disorientation, 
and loss that some people experienced at this time of change and crisis. Part 
of this disorientation, I argue, derived from the replacement of local Ottoman 
administrators in Jerusalem, who were familiar with the city’s sensitivities and 
its inhabitants, with “external” administrators in the fi rst stages of the war. Th e 
external Ottoman offi  cials were represented fi rst and foremost by Cemal Paşa, 
who arrived in Jerusalem as the commander of the Fourth Army in January 1915. 
Despite Cemal Paşa’s investment in the reshaping of the civil and military infra-
structure of Greater Syria through the construction of roads, buildings, and the 
creation of educational and cultural institutions, he was known as a cruel leader 
who was behind the hangings of suspected national activists—Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims in Beirut, Damascus, and Jerusalem—as well as the deportations of 
foreign subjects or those believed to be a risk to the Ottoman cause. His arrival 
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and activities signaled for some Jerusalemites the beginning of this process of 
alienation from the Ottoman collective.24

Th e process of confusion and alienation analyzed here had several dimen-
sions. Wartime economic and social crises, which were exacerbated by atrocities 
against the local population and changes in the Ottoman administrators of the 
city, intensifi ed resentment toward the Ottoman government and its representa-
tives. In some cases this increasing criticism of the government led to a growing 
feeling of detachment from the Ottoman collective, as seen here. Th is feeling 
signaled what Rashid Khalidi refers to as the decline of Ottomanism as a uniting 
transnational ideology.

Before the close analysis of the two diaries, it is necessary to discuss the value 
of a diary as a historical source, and especially the special nature of Ihsan Tourj-
man’s diary, which is used extensively here. Th e 192-page handwritten diary was 
written in Jerusalem over a period of two years, from 1915 to 1916, when Tourj-
man was in his early twenties. Records indicate that Tourjman died in 1917, before 
he reached the age of twenty-fi ve. Upon the discovery of the diary, the identity of 
its writer was somewhat mysterious, as the cover of the diary identifi ed “Muham-
mad ‘Adil al-Salih, from Jerusalem” as the writer, a man who appears to have 
left  no other record of his life in that city under this name. However, repeated 
attempts to locate any trace of the writer leads to the belief that the writer was 
actually Ihsan Tourjman, the son of a clerical family who served in the Ottoman 
civil service and as translator in the Islamic court of Jerusalem. Tourjman served 
as a soldier in the Ottoman army under the command of Rüşhen Bey, and was 
based in the Jerusalem headquarters in the Notre Dame compound.25

Defi ning Tourjman’s social group, I borrow Ehud Toledano’s idea of “Arab-
Ottoman elite,” suggested in relation to Egypt. Th is concept highlights the links 
between the local (Arab) and the larger (Ottoman) context of the period under 
discussion. In the case of Egypt, Toledano describes a process of transition from 
an Ottoman-Egyptian elite (with strong connection to the empire but also a sense 
of local Egyptian solidarity), to an Egyptian-Ottoman elite toward the beginning 
of the twentieth century (when the Egyptian factor became stronger than the 
Ottoman one, although the links to the empire still existed). Th e demise of the 
empire turned this group into an Egyptian one, which underplayed and eventu-
ally erased Egypt’s Ottoman past. Th e process described here may be placed in 
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the “junction” of the transition between what Toledano calls the “local-Otto-
man” to the “local elite,” as Tourjman’s strong links and sense of belonging to the 
empire began to be shaken during the war, as will be demonstrated.26

Several leads in the diary identify Tourjman as a member of the Arab-Ottoman 
elite of late Ottoman Jerusalem. His social circles included such well-known Pal-
estinian fi gures as ‘Isaf Nashashibi and Mussa ‘Alami, as well as various members 
of the Husayni and Khalidi families. He was related to the Khalidi family on his 
maternal side.27 Khalil al-Sakakini, the well-known educator and intellectual, is 
frequently mentioned in the diary. Tourjman studied in al-Sakakini’s school al-
Dusturiyyah in 1909, and al-Sakakini became his mentor and close friend. Th e 
writer seems to have spent much time with him—in his house, school, and else-
where in Jerusalem. Sakakini’s diary writing may have been Tourjman’s inspiration 
in writing his own diary.28

Although this diary represents a testimony of a single individual at a specifi c 
interval, I do not view it as merely a personal account, but rather as a source that 
can shed light on the larger social group to which the writer belonged. Because 
he acted in a specifi c social and political context, his personal views and dilem-
mas may refl ect his larger environment as well. Such treatment of the diary is 
methodologically consistent with the prevalent academic practice that regards 
personal narratives and autobiographies as sources for social history.29 For the 
analysis of the diary discussed here, I adopt Edmund Burke III’s use of the term 
social biography, which views biography as refl ecting the social process and cul-
tural interaction that an individual is experiencing. Burke views social biogra-
phies as alternative ways to analyze historical processes, while putting the lives 
of ordinary people in the center of attention.30

Although Tourjman does not fully fi t into Burke’s category of “ordinary 
people”—nonelite who are not part of the offi  cial, military, or intellectual cir-
cles—his testimony still represents a very unique and valuable autobiographic 
source, given the lack of documentation on the Arab experience of wartime Jeru-
salem. It provides a very rich and vivid description of Jerusalem and the events 
that took place not only in the writer’s life, but also in the urban environment of 
the city. In what follows I will focus on the writer’s process of identity contem-
plation as it unfolds throughout the diary, by examining three central themes: 
wartime conditions in Jerusalem as experienced by residents; the condition of 
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women and their treatment by Ottoman offi  cials in the city; and, fi nally, the 
political changes that took place in the region and the ways they infl uenced the 
writer and his sense of affi  liation to the empire. In order to connect the diary to 
its broader context, I will briefl y compare Tourjman’s diary and the picture that 
it paints to al-Sakakini’s diary. Such a comparison shows that the issues that con-
sumed and upset Tourjman occupied the minds of other members of his com-
munity as well and were not unique to him.

Wa rti m e J erusa l em Through the Ey e s of Tou rjm a n

Tourjman described at length the impact of the war and the hardships it brought 
to the city, and oft en referred to food shortages and harsh treatment at the hands 
of some government offi  cials. In his April 24, 1915, entry Tourjman reported that 
he and Khalil al-Sakakini had learned from a baker that bread was no longer 
available. At the end of May he wrote that there were hardly any vegetables in the 
market—only a few tomatoes and cucumbers.31 His diary refl ects a direct con-
nection between the shortage of food and the hardships of the war. It also pro-
tests the Ottoman government’s neglect of its subjects. Th is connection is very 
clear in a December 1916 entry:

I have never seen such a day in my life. . . . All [supply] of fl our and bread stopped. 
When I walked to the manzil [the Ottoman army’s headquarters in the Notre 
Dame compound] this morning I saw many men, women and children in Bab 
al-‘Amoud [looking] for some fl our. . . . I see that the enemy gets stronger than 
the fellahin. . . . How poor these people are . . . but all of us are miserable these 
days. . . . Two days ago we ran out of fl our. My father gave my brother ‘Aref one 
dirham to buy us bread. He left  the house and looked for bread but could not 
fi nd any. At the end he received some bread for our relatives. . . . Th e fl our has 
fi nished in our country, and it is its main source [of food]. . . . Isn’t our govern-
ment committed to [maintaining] the quiet life [well-being] of inhabitants?32

Tourjman was very aware that the burden of hunger and misery fell most heav-
ily on the poor. He claimed that the rich families had stocks large enough to last 
them a year or longer and asked about the fate of the poor and miserable. Yet 
he addressed his most vehement blame to the government: “Wasn’t it the duty 
of the government to store fl our so that it would be able to sell it during these 
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diffi  cult days to the poor? Th e government should wake up before the people 
revolt [against it],” he wrote.33

Th ese indications of dissatisfaction, anger, and frustration at the govern-
ment’s neglect during this time of crisis are very prominent throughout the diary, 
as well as in other sources. Bahjat and Tamimi, for example, expressed similar 
criticism toward the Ottoman government and its local representatives in the 
province of Beirut in their report. Th ey criticized the neglect of the population, 
the victims of the war, and the corruption of the local Ottoman bureaucrats. 
However, unlike Tourjman, they continued to express their unconditional loy-
alty to the Ottoman Empire and to the Ottoman framework, even aft er view-
ing the eff ects of the war on the local population. Among the multiple identities 
that they held, the Ottoman component was probably still the most dominant 
one.34 Unlike them, Tourjman’s frustration with the government’s policies will 
translate later into a growing animosity, not only toward the government and its 
representatives, but toward Ottoman rule as a whole. Th is frustration led him to 
question his own affi  liation and sense of solidarity with the empire.

Th e celebrations that took place in Jerusalem, which were mentioned earlier, 
serve for Tourjman as a reinforcement of the immoral behavior and corruption 
of some Ottoman offi  cials in the city. On April 26, 1915, for example, Tourjman 
described a celebration that took place in Jerusalem in honor of an unspecifi ed 
holiday (‘id):35

Th e city today is decorated in the most beautiful way. All the shops (mahalat) 
are lighted up in celebration of this holiday. Wouldn’t it be better if the gov-
ernment didn’t celebrate and [instead] mourned together with its subjects? 
Wouldn’t it be better to spend this money on the poor and the miserable? Th is 
evening, many beautiful women (jami’a al-saidat al-jamilat) from Jerusalem 
participated in the celebration. Th ere were beverages (mashrubat) [probably 
alcoholic] for everyone and music .  .  . but that wasn’t enough, because they 
invited prostitutes from Jerusalem (mumisat al-Quds) to attend this celebra-
tion. And I was told that there were more than fi ft y known prostitutes [present] 
that night. Every offi  cer or amir or pasha took either one or two or more women 
and walked in the garden. . . . Th e men are telling secrets of the state to these 
women without noticing, because they are drunk.  .  .  . Th e days of happiness 
change to sadness, and the days of sadness change to happiness . . . when we are 
happy we think about our brothers the Turks in the Dardanelles front.36
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Th e writer’s attitude toward the government in light of such celebrations is note-
worthy. Th e celebration of April 1915 happened to coincide with the locust attack 
on Jerusalem, which may explain his bitterness, anger, and frustration. Th ese 
complaints regarding the government’s disinterest in the poor are repeated in 
other places in the diary and grow harsher as the war continues. Yet despite his 
alienation from the government, he sympathized with the Ottoman soldiers 
fi ghting on the front, and referred to them as his brothers the Turks; aft er all, he 
was a soldier, too. Later in the diary, as his resentment toward the empire grew, he 
no longer referred to his fellow soldiers in such a sympathetic way.

Another example of Tourjman’s criticism of the government appears in an 
entry on July 27, 1915. While referring to German victories in the war and the 
Ottoman government’s celebration of them, he wrote:

Whenever Germany wins we are happy, but we [the Ottoman forces] never 
win. It is always our allies, the Germans [that win], and whenever they win 
we are happy. When the Germans win, the government decorates the streets 
and celebrates. Th is time the streets are even more decorated than [they were] 
the day we entered Egypt. Instead of being happy we should cry and we should 
be aware of what is good for the nation (umma) and the country. Instead of 
celebrating we should think about something that will bring success back to 
us, and improve our situation in the world. We should think about the social 
situation these days and the situation of the poor. Th at night [of the celebration] 
we have spent all this money while the poor need help and support. Instead of 
wasting our money on candles and fi reworks, we should have spent the money 
on charity. But who should we complain to, we should cry and weep about our 
problems and hardships.37

Th e anger at the way the government spent money on celebrations at the expense 
of its obligations toward the poor is very clear here. Th e fi rst priority of the gov-
ernment was not the well-being of its subjects, Tourjman lamented. His frustra-
tion is aggravated by the fact that government offi  cials celebrated German rather 
than Ottoman victories. Again, there is some ambivalence in his approach. On 
the one hand, he harshly criticized the government, but on the other, he still 
referred to himself as part of the Ottoman collective. He used the fi rst plural form 
in his writing (“we,” “us”), which suggests that he still viewed himself as a loyal 
subject, part of the Ottoman collective.
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Wom en,  Wa r,  a n d the Cit y

As the description of the party indicates, the situation of women was an issue 
that bothered Tourjman, and contributed to his ongoing criticism and frustra-
tion with the Ottoman authorities. Women are yet another undocumented group 
in the history of wartime Jerusalem, and wartime Palestine in general, and hence 
Tourjman’s contribution on women’s condition, and his special focus on the phe-
nomenon of prostitution, is important.

Literature on the European experience of World War I, and the eff ects of the 
war on the civil population, discusses the role that women played throughout the 
war extensively. In particular, the connection between gender, national identity, and 
war’s eff ects on women is a prominent subject in research. In recent years there has 
been an attempt to complicate the debate and go beyond the discussion of whether 
the war changed gender relations and systems. Hence, parts of this discussion are 
devoted to the place of women’s bodies in the war, to questions of rape, prostitution, 
and their meaning and infl uences in the context of war, and to the ways they have 
been utilized to discuss questions of national identity and national pride.38

Rape of French women, for example, was viewed as a recruiting tool for 
French propaganda against the Germans. It served as a stimulus for French men 
to act for the defense of the “women,” who embodied the nation, its pride, and 
future, and hence for the defense of the nation. Th e connection between the 
woman and the national cause turned the woman’s body into a site of confl ict. As 
Billie Melman argues, from many studies on war iconography, popular culture, 
and propaganda during the war, the picture that emerges is of World War I as a 
“sexual war,” a war during which women’s bodies and sexuality were utilized in 
diff erent forms.39

In research on World War I in Palestine, or elsewhere in the Arab lands, 
these dimensions of the war are mostly neglected. One important exception is 
Elizabeth Th ompson, who indicates in her research on Lebanon and Syria in the 
interwar period that gender, as an analytical category, helps tie aspects of social 
and economic change directly to political developments. Gender-related issues 
connect tensions at home, in the private sphere, to those in the society as a whole, 
and could easily mobilize mass sentiments, as was the case in postwar Syria and 
Lebanon. When analyzing the eff ects of World War I on future developments of 
what she calls “the colonial civic order,” Th ompson demonstrates how the war 
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had shaken paternal authority and challenged the defi nitions of family and com-
munity as people knew them.40 Indeed, some of the same eff ects were evident 
in Jerusalem as well, as can be seen in Tourjman’s diary. In fact, the condition 
of women and their suff ering during the war add to Tourjman’s frustration and 
discontent with the Ottoman government.

In his general writing and contemplations about women’s condition, Tour-
jman seemed to have been infl uenced by the public debates about feminism, 
women’s rights, and the liberation of women taking place around the same time, 
mainly in Cairo and Istanbul, led by feminists such as Huda Shaarawi and Saiza 
Nabarawi in Cairo and Halide Edib Adivar in Istanbul.41 Khalil al-Sakakini’s 
views regarding women’s liberation infl uenced him as well. He also discussed 
the writings of Qasim Amin with al-Sakakini on several occasions.42 In his own 
writings, he expressed concern about the situation of women and their low status, 
and combined it with criticism on his own society and the government. He criti-
cized men for their ill-treatment of women and wrote about the importance of 
women’s education, a prominent theme among intellectual circles at the time. For 
example, on April 1, 1915, aft er describing the Nabi Mussa celebrations in Jeru-
salem, he mentions women who cannot buy food and clothes, as is customary at 
this time of year, because of the economic crisis. Women do not rebel against the 
situation, he complained, and said that women believe that men are smarter and 
hence agree to men’s control over them. He continued:

I feel sorry for the Muslim women. I feel that all women on earth are humili-
ated, especially Muslim women, but even European and American women. 
Th ank God for not being born a woman! I don’t know what would have hap-
pened if I was born a woman.43

At the end of the month, he again talked about the importance of women’s 
education to the society in general. He started by talking about the veil (hijab), 
saying that the veil is a barrier (mani’) to women’s progress and has to be taken 
off  gradually, not suddenly. Th is again hints of his awareness of the public discus-
sions taking place in Cairo at the time about the meaning of the veil in relation 
to women’s liberation and Islam. Regarding the issue of women’s education, he 
then wrote:
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How can we [the Arab society] progress while our second half, the women, is 
jahil [ignorant, uneducated]? How can we live when part of our body is para-
lyzed? We have to teach her, teach her, teach her and then we will be able to reach 
modernization. It won’t do us any good if only men are educated and women 
are uneducated. Before teaching our children we have to teach our women.44

Tourjman’s concerns focused on the condition of women owing to the war 
crisis they experienced, but extended also to the general position of women in 
society. Regarding the latter, he expressed an ambivalent position. He openly 
criticized his own male-dominant society for its treatment of women. His criti-
cism continues when he blamed his society (Muslim-Arab) for being indiff erent 
to women’s conditions, and especially to women’s lack of education. He viewed 
women’s education as a key to the progress of the entire society. However, his 
general tone when writing about women is somewhat patronizing. When it 
comes to his own life, while expressing his wish to marry his beloved girlfriend, 
Tourjman also admitted that he is looking for a Muslim woman who will be 
educated but will also be able to handle housework. In his words, “I don’t want 
someone who can play the piano but doesn’t know how to handle housework.”45

One of the issues that appears in the diary is the phenomenon of prosti-
tution as an indication of women’s hardships in wartime Jerusalem. Th e pres-
ence of prostitutes in Jerusalem during the war is not surprising considering 
that there were so many military forces in the city at a time of poor economic 
conditions. It seems that their presence created discontent among some of 
the city’s residents. As Jens Hanssen argues regarding the location of prosti-
tutes in late nineteenth-century Beirut, in Jerusalem too prostitutes were con-
sidered social outcasts, but their presence was very obvious in the city. As in 
the case of Beirut, Jerusalem’s prostitutes exercised “social marginality on the 
center,” to borrow Hanssen’s terminology.46 Tourjman discussed the issue of 
prostitution on several occasions, in the context of celebrations and also in 
relation to war’s eff ects on women and on gender roles in the family and the 
community. On April 1915 he described the way in which war and economic 
hardship brought dishonor, rape, and prostitution to poor women and young 
girls.47 A few days later he described how he felt when he saw a prostitute in 
al-Manshiyeh garden:
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I saw a prostitute . . . she is miserable, and the man she is with treats her with 
animal-like passion (maladha haywaniyyah). I think that the prostitutes ended 
up as prostitutes because they fell in love with men who promised to marry 
them, but later threw them away. Th is poor woman doesn’t know what else she 
can do apart from being a prostitute. God help these prostitutes (mumisat). I 
feel sorry for these miserable women and I pity them.48

In another entry in his diary, Tourjman made the connection between the 
harsh economic conditions and the way they aff ected women:

I see women begging for money while carrying their children with them. My 
heart breaks. Some respectable women gave their honor in order to help their 
children. Our condition now is the worst in terms of hunger. Th e men are at 
war, and this is one of the hardest times.49

Tourjman viewed prostitution as a direct result of the hardships of war. Th e draft  
only worsened the economic situation of women, who were left  alone to support 
their families. Prostitution was the only means of survival for some of them.50 
As Tourjman mentioned several times in his diary, some prostitutes were Jewish, 
but there were Muslim and Christian prostitutes as well. At one instance Tourj-
man mentioned rumors that Cemal Paşa was about to marry a Jewish woman, 
from the “private prostitutes,” possibly a woman named Leah Tenenbaum from 
Jerusalem. He criticized Cemal Paşa for this and said he is not worthy of leader-
ship.51 In the earlier description of the party, Tourjman mentioned drunk offi  cers 
who revealed secrets to the prostitutes who accompanied them. Perhaps some 
prostitutes were employed by the British to spy on their clients, many of whom 
were military offi  cials.52

Another indication of such a way of utilizing women is mentioned in rela-
tion to quite a mysterious fi gure, Alther Levine. Levine, a Jew who held an Amer-
ican passport, was presented as the most important spy in the service of British 
forces that operated in the Middle East during the war, who used a large network 
of agents in diff erent cities in Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria. According to ‘Aziz 
Bey, Levine won the trust of Cemal Paşa and managed to provide information 
and secret documents to the British headquarters. As part of his network, Levine 
made use of mainly Jewish prostitutes, most of them were working in a brothel 
and casino that was operating near the Russian Compound and directed by a 
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Jewish woman called Esther Haim. Levine paid the prostitutes; in return, they 
provided him with information that they gathered from the Turkish, German, 
and Austrian clients.53

Th ere were some venues that supported women and girls who became pros-
titutes. Some were mentioned in the previous chapter, in relation to the work of 
the American Colony during the war. Donna Robinson Divine discusses some 
self-help organizations for girls, founded in the city of Gaza, where the num-
ber of prostitutes seems to have been the highest because of their proximity 
to the front lines where the troops were based. Th ese self-help organizations 
raised money to train girls orphaned by the war. Th e existence of such organiza-
tions, founded by the wives and daughters of notables and Muslim clergymen, 
indicated the failure of traditional institutions in the city following the war.54 
Regarding the postwar period and in relation to Jewish prostitutes, Margalit 
Shilo mentions many organizations, mainly women-led ones, both Jewish and 
missionary, whose aim was to provide working places for girls and help them 
deal with their economic condition.55

Th e diary allows us a glimpse into the challenges that women faced dur-
ing the war. Th e fate of women is usually associated with the nation’s future, 
and atrocities against them in times of war are viewed as a means to hurt the 
enemy.56 In the case discussed here, Tourjman uses the poor condition of many 
women in Jerusalem in general, and the existence of prostitution in particu-
lar, not so much to discuss the nation’s future as such, but rather to castigate 
the government for its failure to protect women and other vulnerable mem-
bers of society. Th e woman’s abused body represents a grave insult not only for 
the woman herself, but also for society at large. For Tourjman, the condition of 
women and their treatment by the government were yet other reasons to casti-
gate the Ottoman state.

“By G od,  the Nation Died .   .   .”

Th e writer’s criticism toward the government became even more pronounced as 
the war progressed and as Cemal Paşa’s treatment of the local population became 
increasingly severe. Aft er hearing that the Ottoman government had arrested 
“our Christian brothers” on the pretext that they were discussing politics and 
endangering the state, Tourjman wrote that he did not understand what the 
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government was trying to achieve by this, and whether it was just looking for 
revenge.57 While discussing the eff ects of war on the residents of Jerusalem, and 
the ineffi  cient ways in which the government handled the acute crisis, he went 
as far as criticizing “the despotic, cruel and stupid government which does not 
know how to handle and manage the life of its citizens.”58 Relating to his own 
position as a soldier, he mentioned that some of his relatives were killed in the 
war, and criticized the ways Jews and Christians were humiliated in their service 
in the labor battalions of the Ottoman army. He was strongly against the moral-
ity of war and against military commanders who take advantage of the soldiers 
and citizens to fulfi ll their own ambitions.59

Moving to the collective level, Tourjman distinguished between the Arab 
and Ottoman nations, and gradually distanced himself from the Ottoman one. 
He talked about the tribulations that “my race the patriotic (or nationalist) Arab” 
(jinsi al-Arab al-wataniin) is going through, and wondered why people were so 
tolerant of the Turkish government. People are slaves, and allow the government 
to “play” with them, he claimed.60 People continue to be silent even when the gov-
ernment does everything it can to harm them, such as threatening to expel those 
who try to escape from military service or those involved in local politics. He 
went on to criticize his fellow citizens for not revolting against the government, 
although, to be sure, he himself did not publicly defy the government either. On 
the contrary, he continued to serve as a soldier, albeit not as a combatant. But at 
the same time he registered in his diary his private moments of defi ance. Return-
ing to the subject of the government, he again distinguished between the Otto-
man and Arab nations:

Aren’t the disasters (wailat) that this government caused the Arab and Otto-
man nations (lil-umma al-Arabiyya walil-umma al-Uthmaniyya) enough? Th ey 
[the Ottomans] claim that the homeland (watan) is in danger, but [in fact] it is 
in danger because of them [the Ottomans] and their actions [toward us].61

Here his criticism becomes more charged as he accuses the government of put-
ting the nation and the citizenry in danger. Th e writer’s language indicates that 
he distanced himself from the Ottoman government, but also continued to dis-
tinguish between the government and Ottoman subjects, while saying that the 
latter were victims of the acts of their own government.
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Following the hangings of Arab nationalists in Beirut in 1915, Tourjman dis-
engages himself completely from the empire:

Th e government killed eleven people, but they were worth more than eleven 
thousand people. Th ey were killed because they demanded reforms, they were 
killed in Beirut, which is “the mother of the Arab country” (um al-bilad al-‘Arabi), 
but no one said a word—people were afraid for their lives. Th e government killed 
the best of our men (shababina). I swear that the nation died (wallahi al-umma 
matat). You [the dead] should know that the Arab nation will not forget you. . . . 
Th e death of these people will be repaid. Th e government claimed that you are 
traitors, but you are not. You are loyal to your nation, country, and family.62

By now his orientation is clear: he strongly supported the Arab national cause, 
and referred to the men who were hanged as “our young men.” He expressed 
deep despair at the impact of their death on the Arab nation (“the nation died”), 
promised to remember those who died, and swore to revenge their death. None 
of this, however, prevented him from criticizing the “people,” his fellow citizens, 
for their failure to rise against the empire.

On September 15, 1915, the writer addressed Enver Paşa and Cemal Paşa 
directly out of what seems to be great anger and frustration:

Enver and Cemal . . . the homeland is in danger (al-watan fi  al-khatar), and you 
are dreaming! . . . What do you want from this war? Do you want to rule the 
world and occupy it (tumliku al-‘alam wa-taft ahuha), or do you want to return 
to your old glory (amjadkum al-kadim)? You have brought disaster to your 
homeland (wail li-al-watanikum), which you claim that you want to free.  .  .  . 
Germany cheated you. . . . Greetings to you and your country (fa-salam alay-
kum wa-‘ala biladkum).63

It is important to notice the words that Tourjman uses: homeland (watan) and 
later simply country (bilad). He is very cynical when asking if the Ottoman rul-
ers want to rule and occupy the world. Here, his distance is not only from the 
government, but from the country, the homeland.

Toward the very end of his diary, on July 10, 1916, Tourjman voiced his harsh-
est criticism toward the government in support of Arab nationalism, specifi cally 
toward the “men of the Hijaz.” In a very angry and impulsive tone, he wrote:
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Th e Ottomans killed our sons, off ended our honor—why would we like to 
remain under it [the empire]? . . . Every Arab is zealous for his race. It is enough 
for us! Th e silence of this state while facing what is happening to us shows its 
weakness. It [the government] hanged people in the streets. When they did that 
they believed that they would weaken the hope of the Arab nation, but they 
didn’t know that there are men behind them [those who died] who will pro-
tect the Arab nation. It was their best opportunity for revenge. Yes, they died, 
and the Palestinians and Syrians didn’t say a word (lam yanbat bint shifaa). . . . 
Th e Arabs will harass the Ottoman government until it gets out of the Arab 
countries humiliated as it got out of any other place. . . . God bless you Sherif 
Hussein, and hurt those who try to hurt you. You Arabs proved to the world 
that you are men who refuse to be humiliated and proved to God that you are 
the sons of Arab ancestors. You proved that you protect your Arab nation in 
your life for ending up (nukhlis) the barbaric Ottoman nation (al-umma al-
barbariyya al-‘uthmaniyya).64

Tourjman does not mince words here in expressing his feelings toward the 
empire and his admiration toward Sherif Hussein, who led the Arab revolt. 
Despite the criticism that he voices again against his fellow citizens (here he 
mentions specifi cally the Syrians and Palestinians), he expresses great respect 
for “the Arabs” who would harass the Ottoman Empire, or, as he calls it, “the 
barbaric Ottoman nation.” Particularly interesting are the national distinctions 
Tourjman makes here. Not only does he distinguish between Ottomans and 
Arabs, but he also treats Syrians and Palestinians as a separate category. His 
mention of Palestine is not surprising, considering that a separate Palestinian 
national identity had already begun to take shape in the years preceding the 
war.65 Th roughout the diary he refers to Palestine as an entity separated from 
Syria, and does not view it as part of Greater Syria. Already at the beginning of 
the diary he stated that Palestine would either become independent or part of 
Egypt.66 Hence, he seems to be developing a local Palestinian identity but criti-
cizes Palestinians for not rising against the Ottomans. Simultaneously, he also 
refers to himself as part of “the Arabs.”

Th e trajectory of Tourjman’s perceptions outlined here—distancing himself 
from the Ottoman state and moving toward overlapping identifi cations with Arab 
and local (Palestinian) foci of identity—goes hand in hand with Rashid Khalidi’s 
analysis of the diff erent stages in which the notion of Palestinian identity has 
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evolved. According to Khalidi, the fi rst stage, before World War I, was when the 
sense of a unique Palestinian identity competed and overlapped with other foci 
of identity, such as Arabism and Ottomanism. Aft er the war, a sense of a com-
mon Palestinian identity became a primary category of identity for many.67 Th is 
transition and transformation, analyzed here, highlights the war years as a criti-
cal moment during which those foci of identity began to confl ict and crystallize.

Tou rjm a n a n d a l-Sa k a k i n i  Com pa r ed

In order to contextualize the views and feelings expressed in Tourjman’s diary, 
it is important to expand the analysis by mentioning other sources and look at 
the ways other writers dealt with the issues that were bothering Tourjman. One 
example was mentioned briefl y earlier—Bahjat and Tamimi’s report on their 
journey in the province of Beirut, in 1916-1917. However, a comparison with 
Bahjat and Tamimi is problematic because their report focused on a diff erent 
geographical locale (the province of Beirut), was made for a special purpose (offi  -
cial report to the Ottoman governor), and was diff erent in nature from that of 
a diary. Th e most obvious source for comparison is Khalil al-Sakakini’s diary, 
both because of the similar nature of the source (diary, autobiographic writing), 
and the geographical and social position of the writer (Jerusalem, Arab elite). 
As mentioned earlier, Khalil al-Sakakini is mentioned extensively in Tourjman’s 
diary. Al-Sakakini was both Tourjman’s mentor and personal friend, and served 
as a source of inspiration to Tourjman. Al-Sakakini kept a diary for many years, 
but during the war years the diary is not full, and there are actually no entries 
between April 4, 1915, and November 1, 1917.68

Al-Sakakini’s humanist writing expresses his great concern about religious 
tensions in the empire, following the declaration of Jihad. Al-Sakakini questions 
his own identity and position within the Ottoman collective, as well as national 
affi  liation in general, but his writings on these issues did not express the same 
level of anger and frustration as that of Tourjman.

An interesting example of al-Sakakini’s perception of nationalism appeared 
on March 26, 1915, when he was convinced that he was about to be deported 
from Jerusalem aft er his failed attempt to pay the redemption fee. Th is statement 
resembled Tourjman’s (being a citizen of the world), but al-Sakakini’s is more 
infl uenced by his humanist approach. Al-Sakakini wrote:
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What is my crime? I think that I am guilty of two things: First, being a Chris-
tian, and as far as they [the Ottoman authorities] know, Christians are sup-
portive of England, France and Russia; and secondly, because I am the director 
of a school in which I preach according to the national spirit. . . . It is very pos-
sible that they want to deport me so that I will stop [being the director of] my 
school and by this will be punished for being a Christian and an Arab. . . . Th e 
only things I can say here are as follows: I am not Christian and not Buddhist, 
not Muslim and not Jewish. Just as I am not Arab, or British, not German and 
not Turkish. I am just one among humankind (Ana fard min afrad hadihi al-
insaniyya). . . . I was derived to live in this society, and I strive to awake it. . . . If 
nationalism means to love life—then I am a nationalist. But if it means to prefer 
one religion over the other, one language over the other, one city over the other 
and one interest over the other—then I am not a nationalist, and that’s all.69

On November 20, 1917, aft er three years of war, al-Sakakini refl ected on the 
meaning of national affi  liation during wartime, as well as on his location and 
position in the war. He criticized himself for being too concerned with his own 
well-being. More importantly, he wrote that he did not like the war, and that he 
would like to be on the side of justice—not to support the Ottomans because he is 
Ottoman or to support the British because he admires them. He expressed anger 
about the role that national affi  liation plays in wartime, especially in relation 
to the treatment of injured and captive soldiers. Th ose need to be treated well 
regardless of their nationality, he wrote, and despite his hatred of war, he needed 
to help them as well, as a human being.70 Th is is another example of al-Sakakini’s 
humanist approach as he attempted to diff erentiate between belonging to a cer-
tain collective and higher obligations of humanism.

One issue that greatly upsets al-Sakakini is religious tensions that resulted 
from the empire’s declaration of Jihad. His concern is clear, considering his 
own belonging to the Christian religious minority group. However, al-Sakakini 
expressed this concern even before the call for Jihad, on September 17, 1914, 
remarking that one of the biggest problems of war in Palestine is the weaken-
ing of the relationship between Muslims and Christians.71 When the Ottoman 
government declared Jihad, al-Sakakini wrote that this call aroused old senti-
ments and feelings.72 A few days later, on November 9, he added that the war cre-
ated animosity between Muslims and Christians, and that this animosity would 
remain for generations to come.73
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His strongest statement about the impact of Jihad on religious tensions in 
the country appeared on November 18, 1914. Th e call for Jihad would have been 
justifi ed had the Ottoman Empire been forced to enter the war, he wrote. How-
ever, it entered the war voluntarily, just to help Germany and Austria-Hungary. It 
fought together with Christian states, and its Muslim soldiers fought side by side 
with Jewish and Christian soldiers. Th e call for Jihad was only meant to help the 
Turkish race (‘unsur) and to strengthen its rule, not to defend Islam. Th is Jihad 
would harm the Muslim world more than it would help it, because Christian 
nations would call for a similar war and give the neutral countries a reason to 
enter the confl ict.74

Th e Ottoman Empire’s policies are clearly criticized here. However, in gen-
eral, al-Sakakini’s views toward the empire and its policies seem to change over 
time. At the beginning of the war, al-Sakakini refl ected on his own affi  liation to 
the empire. He praised the Turks (not Ottomans) and the support they receive 
from the people, while criticizing the Arabs who had no hopes. However, as the 
war progressed, and especially aft er realizing that the government falsely claimed 
victories, he started doubting all the news that reached him, calling it rumors 
and false information. He wrote: “Th ere is no doubt that a nation that allows 
itself to do that [spread false news] is a despised nation and has lost its mind and 
is limited in vision (umma munhata mukhtalat al-shu‘ur qasirat al-nazar).”75

In his diary al-Sakakini expressed frustration toward the government, the 
war, and its eff ects on the empire and especially on intercommunal feelings. How-
ever, his criticism is diff erent from Tourjman’s and is less explicit and less fi rm. 
Th is probably stemmed from several diff erences between the two: al-Sakakini, a 
Christian intellectual, belonged to a religious minority group, and Tourjman, a 
young Muslim, belonged to the majority. In addition, Tourjman served as a sol-
dier and al-Sakakini did not. Despite these diff erences, the comparison between 
Tourjman and al-Sakakini demonstrates the sort of contemplations about identity 
taking place at this critical time among Arab-Ottoman elite circles in Jerusalem.

Conclu di ng Com m en ts

Th rough an analysis of the public space and the very private domains, this chap-
ter illuminated and demonstrated the eff ects of World War I on Jerusalem’s urban 
environment and on people’s lives and experiences in it. It fi rst followed the ways 
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by which central public sites within the city gained political signifi cance through-
out the war, and demonstrated how their meaning and use was negotiated and 
contested by local residents, soldiers, and the city’s authorities. Regarding the 
private sphere, through a microanalysis of Tourjman’s diary, this chapter high-
lighted and analyzed how parts of the Jerusalem Arab-Ottoman elite experi-
enced and viewed the war, and how they perceived their own position within the 
Ottoman Empire. It focused mainly on the ways multilayered levels of identity 
were negotiated and debated following internal and external changes at the time.

Th e diary serves as a unique and valuable testimony that sheds light on life 
in Jerusalem at a critical period of the city’s (and region’s) history. It connects 
the private and public spheres by revealing how the economic and social crisis, 
refl ected also in the urban environment, aff ected people living in the city, and 
delves into the condition of women and the phenomenon of prostitution. It scru-
tinizes how political changes, as well as Ottoman policies and treatment of the 
local population, aff ected how people viewed their own positions within the con-
text of the empire. It also alludes to the ways socioeconomic and religious diff er-
ences in the context of war aff ected people’s experiences of the crisis. Moreover, 
it may serve as a case study for examining a larger process of transformation that 
took place at the time, both in people’s affi  liation to a larger collective and with 
regard to the future dramatic political developments.

Th e war, I suggest, was a central event in the history of Palestine and Greater 
Syria. As Elizabeth Th ompson suggested regarding Syria and Lebanon, in Pales-
tine the war was crucial not only politically, but also socially, changing dynamics 
among Jews, Muslims, and Christians. Th e discussion of the diary may hence 
serve as a starting point for a broader discussion on the various impacts of World 
War I on Palestinian society.

Th e comparison of Tourjman’s diary with that of al-Sakakini suggests that 
al-Sakakini experienced and contemplated similar issues, although his empha-
sis was slightly diff erent. Unlike Tourjman, al-Sakakini was troubled by inter-
religious tensions in the empire caused by the war, probably because of his own 
position as a Christian Arab intellectual. However, he, too, dedicated much of 
his writing to questions of identity and affi  liation to the empire, as well as to the 
meanings of national affi  liation.

Th e analysis of this diary, as well as of similar sources, demonstrates the 
ways identities were negotiated and debated at the demise of empire. People’s 
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affi  liation to the Ottoman collective allowed for multilayered, blurry, and fl ex-
ible foci of identity to exist side by side. For some people, however, wartime 
trauma and the empire’s treatment of its subjects created a deep, personal “iden-
tity crisis,” during which they began questioning their affi  liation and loyalty to 
the empire. In the case discussed here, affi  liation with and connection to the 
Ottoman Empire were challenged and negotiated in light of other possible foci 
of identity, such as feeling Palestinian or part of Greater Syria. Tourjman’s diary 
may demonstrate, in the Palestinian context, the same transition from identifi -
cation with a “local Ottoman” elite to a “local elite” that Toledano analyzed in 
relation to Egypt. Th is brings back the question of continuity and change in the 
context of World War I, and the impact of the demise of the Ottoman Empire 
on people’s sense of citizenship and connection to a larger unit of identifi cation. 
Using an autobiographical source such as a diary allows us an intimate glance 
into the lives and most personal contemplations of people over such crucial and 
intimate questions, in a dramatic and diffi  cult period in their lives, as well as in 
the history of the Ottoman Empire.
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4
When a City Changes Hands

Jerusalem Between Ottoman and British Rule

Field Marshall Lord Allenby, the man who has freed Palestine, Arabia, Syria 
and Mesopotamia, thereby breaking the barbarous yoke of the Turk, aft er fi ve 
hundred years of oppression. Allenby’s capture of the Holy City of Jerusalem is 
most gratifying to all Christians. Th e Turkish Empire has crumbled and fallen, 
and a new Arab nation is in the making. Th e Holy Land is once more free! Field 
Marshal Lord Allenby’s tribute to his armies: “I had such an army as man has 
never commanded.”1

Th is quote appeared at the beginning of an offi  cial British fi lm that docu-
mented the entrance of General Allenby to Jerusalem on December 11, 1917. Th e 
words that are used to describe this event capture the way British offi  cials viewed 
this moment in history, in which the British army entered Jerusalem and freed 
it “from the yoke of the Turk.” It demonstrates the strong symbolic value of this 
event, especially for Christians, and shows how British propaganda wanted this 
event to be remembered by the world.

Th is chapter focuses on what is being described in this quote—the moment 
at which Jerusalem “changed hands” and “moved” from the Ottoman Empire to 
British administration. Th is is when Jerusalem can be described as an “interim-
perial city,” a city that shift s between two empires. Two days before the event 
described here, on December 9, British forces fi rst entered the city, and the mayor, 
Hussein al-Husayni, approached their soldiers with a white fl ag and gave them 
the keys to Jerusalem on behalf of the city’s residents. Th is moment of “deliv-
ery” of the city symbolizes the transition from one ruler to the other, from four 
hundred years of Muslim rule over Palestine to Christian, British rule over it. It 
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also marks the end of a very diffi  cult period of war and crisis in Jerusalem and 
elsewhere in Palestine. Th e process of transition from one empire to the other 
was long and complicated, and this particular moment of transition symbolically 
represents this process, its ambivalence, and the sensitivities that it entailed.

What stood at the core of the transition process was the British intention 
to rule the city (and eventually the country), without being perceived merely as 
colonizers. Th is was refl ected in the way they wished the occupation to be car-
ried out and be perceived by the local population, in the ways they viewed the 
religious divisions among the city’s communities. It was also manifested in the 
British setup of the military administration in the fi rst few years of their rule.

Th is chapter moves deliberately back and forth between the British percep-
tion and imagination of this event and that of the local population. Th e fi rst 
section discusses how British offi  cials—generals, statesmen, and clergymen—
imagined the occupation of Jerusalem. Th e symbolism used in the discussions 
and debates that preceded the occupation is important and refl ects the British 
aspiration of ruling the country with minimum opposition coming from the 
local population or from other great powers. Th e second section analyzes the 
actual process of surrender of Jerusalem and Allenby’s entrance into the city, and 
emphasizes the symbolic aspects of these events and their implications on the 
residents of Jerusalem. Lastly, this chapter will analyze the fi rst impressions of 
British soldiers of the city and its inhabitants, and examine the initial reactions 
of the local population toward the new rulers of their city, following the end of 
Ottoman rule.

I n Pr epa r ation for the Occu pation of the Holy Cit y

Th e preparations for the campaign in Palestine and for the entry of British forces 
into Jerusalem were discussed at length well before the actual occupation of the 
city. In addition to their military preparations, the British were very concerned 
about the reaction of the local population in the city toward a British occupation, 
or rather toward the occupation by a Christian force that ended four hundred 
years of Muslim rule over the country.

As early as September 1914, an intelligence report was sent to the War Offi  ce 
in Cairo, which included an estimation of the state of aff airs in Palestine. Th e let-
ter was signed by “a native of Jerusalem.” According to the writer:
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Th ere is a growing feeling among all classes of men in Palestine in favor of a for-
eign occupation of the country, especially of an occupation by Great Britain. . . . 
Th is desire was fi rst limited to the Christian elements, but in these latter days of 
oppression and plunder it has rapidly spread among Muslims, a large number 
of whom are more eager for it than Christians. . . . It should, however, be noted 
that there is a large number of Mohammedans who are bitterly opposed to any 
foreign occupation of their country, and who would join forces with the Turkish 
troops in resisting any such intrusion.

Th e writer continues to describe the Turkish oppression, the diffi  culties that 
were posed by conscription into the Ottoman army, the confi scation of houses, 
agricultural products and animals, and the fl eeing of young people to Egypt and 
America. He repeats his assessment that the Christians and Jews of Palestine 
“eagerly await emancipation,” and claims that in Jerusalem even notable families 
such as the Husaynis and Khalidis eagerly wish an occupation.2

Th is report should be treated with suspicion. At the early date when it was 
written, September 1914, the cruelty and oppression of the Ottoman occupation 
of Palestine was not yet so heavily felt. Th e local population of the big cities and 
of the rural areas started feeling the oppression and distress only later in the war, 
following the arrival of Cemal Paşa in the region and his harsh treatment of the 
various communities. In addition, the families of note were not supportive of 
a foreign occupation at this early stage of the war. Most probably, at this early 
stage, no one could have imagined that three years later Britain would occupy 
Jerusalem and put an end to Ottoman rule. However, this report, despite these 
shortcomings, is signifi cant because it was one of the fi rst documents to recog-
nize how important it was for the British, already at this early stage of the war, to 
characterize the attitudes of the local population toward them and the Ottoman 
Empire. It also helps in understanding the division between Muslims and Chris-
tians in the country.

A report that seems to be more reliable was published two years later by 
the Arab Bureau in Cairo on December 29, 1916. Th is report is based on testi-
monies of residents of Jerusalem who fl ed to Cairo, and focuses on the political 
situation in Jerusalem and the distinctions between the local communities. Dis-
cussing the administration of the city, the report claims that most public offi  ces, 
apart from those held by Turkish offi  cials, were in the hands of members of the 



120 | From Empire to Empire

three prominent Muslim families, the Husaynis, Khalidis, and Nashashibis. Even 
though these families are “compelled to keep in with the Turks, none of them can 
be described as being out-and-out pro-Turk. Many of them come into contact 
with Western schools and have become enlightened as to the frauds and corrup-
tion of the Turkish government.” Th e writer also argues that Britain holds the 
most prestigious position among the native Muslims, who, with very few excep-
tions, would resent any interference by other foreign countries such as Russia, 
France, or Italy.3 Again, the Muslims are viewed as the community that might 
potentially resist a British occupation of the city, and hence the various reports 
pay special attention to this particular community.

Another report regarding the situation in Palestine and the attitudes of the 
local population appeared in April 1917. Here the assessment is that the majority 
of the population would support a British occupation. Th e writer estimated that 
“with the exception of the Circassian colonies planted by the Turks east of the 
Jordan, I don’t think there is a single section of the population of Syria or Pales-
tine or even of the desert that cannot be regarded as friendly to us. All the Arab 
population, Muslims and Christians alike, are longing for the day of their deliv-
erance from the Turks. Th e Jews can be relied on to give us active co-operation, 
and so of course can our traditional friends the Druses [sic].” Th e writer contin-
ued to describe the situation in the country, and argued that “the condition of 
the population is absolutely wretched. Th ere is no town in Syria and Palestine 
where the leading families have not either been executed or deported. Towns 
such as Nablus which were formerly strongly anti-Christian are now fanatically 
anti-Turkish. Th e food question is really serious on account of the Turkish requi-
sitions, the locusts, and the shortage of agricultural population due to so many 
having been called to the army.”4 Th e part that religion played here, according to 
the report, is important: the British were aware of the sensitivity of being a Chris-
tian power attempting to replace a Muslim regime. Th is sensitivity becomes very 
clear in the internal debates among the British regarding the actual entrance into 
Jerusalem and its symbolism, as will be discussed. Moreover, as the largest reli-
gious community in the country, the Muslims were defi nitely a force that needed 
to be taken seriously.

However, the religious sensitivity of “Christianity versus Islam” was not 
the only reason why the Muslims caused such concern among the British, as is 
clearly seen in the preceding reports and estimations. Th e possibility of a Muslim 
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response to a British occupation, not only in the Ottoman Empire but also in 
India, was indeed a concern for the British in their consideration of an occu-
pation of Jerusalem. For Britain, Muslims were not only potential enemies, but 
also potential subjects and allies, which added more complexity to the delicate 
situation. Another reason for the special sensitivity toward the Muslims’ reaction 
was the Balfour Declaration, published only a few weeks before the occupation 
of Jerusalem. Realizing that the occupation of Palestine might be interpreted by 
non-Jews as the fi rst step in carrying out the British policy toward Zionism (as was 
indeed the case), the British may have consciously tried to pay special attention to 
the Muslims in order to counterbalance the eff ects of the Balfour Declaration.5

Why was the occupation of Jerusalem such a charged and sensitive issue for 
the British? What was the special signifi cance of this particular city? Was Jerusa-
lem’s occupation important for the British for military or political purposes, or 
did it carry with it mainly symbolic value? Indeed, much attention was paid to 
the occupation’s symbolic aspects. Morally, the occupation of the city came at a 
critical moment for Britain in the war. Th e trench war in France had reached a 
deadlock. Th e Americans, who had only recently entered the war, had not made 
any signifi cant contribution to the war eff ort yet, and the situation with the Rus-
sian allies was unclear following the March and November 1917 revolutions. Th e 
occupation of Jerusalem was a heavy blow to Ottoman prestige, and its symbolic 
importance served to uplift  spirits in Britain.6 From a military-strategic dimen-
sion, Damascus and Baghdad, for example, were viewed as more important to 
the war eff ort, because of their centrality and signifi cance for the Arabs. Captur-
ing them would mean the real end of Ottoman rule over the Arab lands. As the 
writer of the April 1917 report clearly stated:

Th e fact that I really wish to emphasize is that Damascus is the true capital of 
Arabia.  .  .  . Damascus is the place to go for. With Baghdad and Damascus in 
our hands it is really the end of the Turkish Empire outside Turkey proper, and 
only by getting Damascus into our hands can we place the Arab State upon any-
thing like an economic foundation. . . . Th e delivery of Jerusalem from the Turks 
would be hailed by every Christian, Jew and Arab, to whom it is equally a holy 
if not the holiest city, [and] would have world wide moral and political eff ect. 
Still, for the foundation of the Arab state, Damascus is the essential objective, 
and until Damascus is in Entente hands the work of the Palestinian Expedition 
will not be politically assured.7
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However, the strategic signifi cance of the occupation of Jerusalem cannot 
be overlooked. Palestine was central for Britain as a shield for Egypt and the 
beginning of a land bridge to India, and hence controlling it was important in 
order to secure Britain’s interests in this part of the world. Moreover, as a result 
of the Palestine campaign, the Ottoman forces were forced to split into two parts, 
with some units located in the north and other units located east of Jerusalem. 
In addition, the British advance into Palestine forced the Ottomans to deploy 
forces from other areas, making the British occupation of Baghdad, for example, 
much easier.8 Hence, the importance of Jerusalem lay not only on the symbolic 
level, although the symbolic component was undoubtedly a key. In what follows 
I will examine how symbolism played a major role in the process that preceded 
the occupation and the takeover of the city. Th is symbolism served the aim of 
the British forces to carry out the occupation and the transition process between 
regimes in the smoothest way possible.

“This  Is  a  M ilita ry Occu pation On ly”: 
Br itish Debates on the M ea n i ng of Occu pation

Th e British were indeed aware of the symbolic importance and value of Jerusa-
lem, mainly from the religious perspective. Th ey realized the delicacy of the situ-
ation: that a Christian force would occupy the Holy City, taking it from a Muslim 
power that had ruled over it for four hundred years. Hence, they were especially 
aware of the Muslims’ potential reaction toward the occupation. However, they 
were also aware of another dimension of the occupation that had the potential to 
cause tension, namely, the reactions of the great powers, mainly France, Italy, and 
to a lesser extent Russia to the British takeover of the city. One can learn about 
this complex web of tensions and interests, and of the way the British chose to 
deal with them, from a lengthy exchange of letters between various British offi  -
cials and the Anglican Bishop in Jerusalem, Rennie MacInnes.9

Th e Protestant/Anglican Bishopric in Jerusalem was established in 1841 in 
cooperation with the king of Prussia, who had a vision of a worldwide Protestant 
union with Jerusalem as its center. In 1850, the Protestants were recognized as an 
offi  cial religious community in the Ottoman Empire. Th e Anglo-Prussian union 
was annulled in 1882, because of dissatisfaction among the Germans, and in 1887 
the bishopric was reconstituted as an Anglican Bishopric. One of the aims of the 
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church was to bring Christianity to the Jews of Palestine, following the concept of 
the “restoration of the Jews.”10 Th e Anglican Bishop in Jerusalem was connected 
to British state offi  cials, and the correspondence with him can shed light on Brit-
ish intentions toward the occupation and their rule in the city. It also reveals 
the diff erence among the “people on ground”—the British administrators who 
served in the Middle East, mainly in Egypt—and the policy makers in London.

Originally, the correspondence was born out of an exchange of letters regard-
ing religious aff airs, as part of the preparations for the occupation of Jerusalem. 
However, it soon turned into a discussion regarding the meaning of the occupa-
tion, its symbolic value, and the possible reaction of the local population and the 
foreign powers in the city to such an occupation. Th is episode, hence, serves as an 
example of how the internal tensions and dynamics played out among the British.

On May 2, 1917, more than seven months before the actual British occupa-
tion of Jerusalem, Bishop MacInnes, then based in Cairo, sent a letter to Major 
General Clayton, the fi rst chief political offi  cer of the Egyptian Expeditionary 
Forces, in which he wrote:

In view of the possible conquest of Palestine by a British army and the occupation 
of the country by some Christian power or powers, I desire to bring before you 
a matter of very considerable importance: the desirability of taking offi  cial pos-
session of every building erected originally as a Christian church, which is now 
used as a Mohammadan mosque. . . . It is solely from the political point of view 
that the subject presents itself to my mind. . . . I regard it as one of deep political 
importance.

It is my strong conviction that the British government, in its desire to placate 
the Mohammedan races, is sometimes advised to adopt measures which have the 
very opposite eff ect. Th e measure designed by the Western mind to show mag-
nanimity and tolerance is regarded by the Eastern as a sign of weakness and fear. 
Where it was intended to allay feeling, the deepest suspicion is aroused instead.

In the present instance it would create the worst eff ect throughout the East 
if a Christian conqueror were deliberately to leave in Muslim hands Christian 
churches which the Muslims, with equal deliberation, have desecrated, and 
then taken into use as mosques. . . . It has rightly been the British policy never 
to interfere with the religion of the subject races. It should equally be our policy 
not readily to acquiesce in interference with our own. It may be alleged that 
such step would annoy the Mohammedans and create some bad feelings. I have 
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no such fear. . . . I would therefore respectfully urge that in all lands of which 
we become possessed, every building originally erected as a Christian church 
which is now used as a mosque or held by Muslim hands, be offi  cially taken 
back into Christian possession.11

Other than the actual matter discussed in the letter, the conversion of 
churches into mosques and the need to return them to their original purpose, 
the letter contains many more important insights. First, the patronizing tone 
used here toward the local Muslims is signifi cant, and refl ects the belief that 
the Muslims could be easily manipulated, and needed to be treated with a fi rm 
hand by the British. Any other treatment by the occupiers would be interpreted 
as weakness by the “natives.” MacInnes’s patronizing wording and tone leave no 
doubt as to who he believes is the ruler and the master of the people occupied. 
Secondly, the way religion plays out in the letter is very telling. Clearly, MacInnes 
views the occupation of Palestine as a Christian conquest against the Muslim 
race, and from reading his letter it seems that the occupation would signal the tri-
umph of the West over the East, almost a clash between civilizations, á la Samuel 
Huntington. Th irdly, MacInnes’s mention of the British policy of not interfer-
ing with religious matters of their “subject races” is somewhat strange. Aft er all, 
MacInnes’s suggestion here is a clear interference with one of the most sensitive 
religious matters. Despite his own position as the Anglican bishop in Jerusalem, 
and his awareness of religious sensitivities, the sensitivity of this matter did not 
seem to occur to him at all. Maybe his ignorance was because of his location in 
Cairo at this time; he arrived in Jerusalem only following the war.

MacInnes’s letter received various responses from both clergymen and mili-
tary personnel that provide some insights into the preconceptions, intentions, 
and beliefs of the British administrators and politicians. Th e fi rst comment on 
the letter appeared on July 5, 1917, in a letter presumably from Colonel Deedes 
to the High Commissioner in Egypt, General Reginland Wingate.12 Deedes sug-
gests to look into the subject more carefully, to check the current legal status of 
the mosques, and to fi nd out what their status among the native population is. 
Politically, however, the writer states:

At the outset it must be regarded as doubtful whether the measure advocated by 
the Bishop .  .  . is capable of being reconciled with certain desiderata of British 
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policy towards Islam. Such action would inevitably be attacked by every pan-
Islamist or anti-British tendency and would almost certainly involve protests 
from the heads of Muslim states. Th e Bishop’s arguments seem to be based on 
inadequate premises. . . . It is surely impossible that this measure could be eff ected 
without causing resentment and creating discord that might well prejudice the 
good relations between Muslims and Christians of a locality for a generation.13 

Deedes’s concern is twofold. He is worried about the eff ects of MacInnes’s 
suggestion on intercommunal relations between Muslims and Christians in Pal-
estine, but this concern is also intermingled with a concern about how it would 
aff ect the attitude toward the British in Palestine. It is implied that the resent-
ment that Deedes is most worried about is not that between Muslims and Chris-
tians, but toward the British.

From a religious point of view, in a cautious response from July 18, 1917, 
Archbishop Davidson from Lambeth Palace, the Archbishop of Canterbury’s 
residence in London, wrote that “the question is one requiring the utmost cau-
tion in its handling, and the plan that such buildings, if no longer really required 
for Mohammedan use, should be placed under trust with a future allocation of 
them to the Christian purposes for which they were built sounds in every way the 
sensible and equitable plan.”14

Th e most signifi cant reaction to MacInnes’s letter appeared in a letter writ-
ten by Captain Graves to Colonel Deedes, regarding the bishop’s suggestion. In a 
harsh letter, Graves wrote:

Bishop MacInnes appears to regard our invasion of Palestine somewhat in the 
light of a crusade, the success of which should place Christianity in a predomi-
nant position over Islam and other confessions. As least, the carrying out of his 
proposals would undoubtedly have that eff ect upon the native mind. Th is is a 
natural enough attitude on the part of a Christian Bishop, but it does not take 
into account the questions of military and political expediency by which we 
must be guided. . . . Our reputation for justice and religious toleration demands 
the strictest impartiality in dealing with all such questions. Th e Muslim 
majority in Palestine are now well disposed towards us, but in spite of Bishop 
MacInnes’ belief that there would be no opposition on their part to the restora-
tion of mosques to Christian purposes, there can be no possible doubt that they 
would be alienated thereby. Confl icting claims by the Catholic and Orthodox 
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churches would certainly arise, in addition to the claims by the Waqf adminis-
tration in which all these properties are vested. On all these grounds, it would 
be highly impolitic to allow this question to be raised, at any rate until aft er the 
new status of Palestine has been determined by a peace conference and it would 
then require the most careful and searching inquiry for the protection of the 
diff erent interests involved.15

Like Colonel Deedes, Graves expresses here a major concern about Britain’s 
reputation as being tolerant and sensitive toward the local communities. He too 
is worried about creating resentment toward the British and wants to keep the 
delicate balance of power in the relationship between the “natives” and the colo-
nial power. His use of the word crusade and his rejection of viewing British occu-
pation as a victory for Christianity over the Muslim world demonstrate how the 
British wished the occupation to be perceived, not only by the local population 
but also by the other great powers.

One can further learn about the way the Foreign Offi  ce wanted the occupa-
tion of Jerusalem to be looked at from a series of letters written by Archbishop 
Davidson, the Archbishop of Canterbury, between November and December 
1917. Referring to the plans for the occupation of Jerusalem and stressing its 
importance to the British Foreign Offi  ce, Davidson recognizes local (namely, 
Muslim) sensitivities toward a Christian occupying force, as well as possible 
tensions with other Western powers, particularly France. He stresses that the 
occupation would be solely of a military nature and not a transfer of permanent 
authority in the national sense. As Davidson wrote on November 26, 1917:

Th e occupation of Jerusalem, if it does take place (which is still uncertain) [sic], 
would be a military occupation only and may conceivably be a mere temporary 
occupation and not a transfer of authority in any other sense, and the guardian-
ship would be partly in Christian and partly in non-Christian hands.16

Th e discussion regarding the nature of British occupation and the sensitivi-
ties involved in it, from both local and regional perspectives, comes out in a very 
specifi c context. Bishop MacInnes wished to be one of the clergymen who would 
represent the city’s religious communities in the event of Allenby’s entrance to Jeru-
salem. Being based in Cairo during the war, he was asked by the Anglican Church 
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to be its representative in the event, and to convey the church’s greetings to the 
Greek Patriarch and the heads of the Latin, Armenian, and Maronite churches.17

However, it seems that the British offi  cials held a diff erent opinion on this 
matter altogether. In a letter from General Clayton to General Wingate, Clayton 
writes that “it would be inadvisable for Bishop MacInnes to come in any capac-
ity, as it would surely lead to trouble with our allies. . . . All kinds of political and 
ecclesiastical questions would thus arise, which would be inconvenient.”18 Th us, 
the issue at stake here was how to keep the delicate balance between Britain and 
its allies, mainly France, over the control and infl uence on the city and its reli-
gious aff airs. Bishop MacInnes’s attitude toward the occupation and its religious 
signifi cance, as was discussed earlier, probably created hesitations among British 
offi  cials on whether to allow his entry to the city. Th e concern was that MacInnes 
would violate the delicate religious balance in the city by highlighting and empha-
sizing the occupation as a Christian occupation or a crusade. Th is episode also 
demonstrates the special role that Christians in Jerusalem, from diff erent religious 
communities, played regarding the connection to the great powers. Since the end 
of the Crimean War, there had been an extension in all religious interests in the 
Holy Land, and an increase in the links between certain states and churches in Pal-
estine. Such were, for example, the connections between Russia and the Orthodox 
Church, and the increased infl uence of France among the Latin and Eastern Cath-
olic communities.19 Th e British offi  cials did not want the presence of the Anglican 
Bishop to be interpreted as preference of one European power over the other.

Archbishop Davidson seemed to have partially understood the delicacy of 
the situation. In a letter to MacInnes on the matter he wrote that anything offi  cial, 
such as greeting the ecclesiastical authorities in Jerusalem, would be inopportune. 
He also repeated the point regarding the nature of the occupation as a military 
occupation only and not a transfer of power in the national sense. However, in 
order to respond to MacInnes’s concerns regarding his presence, he also added 
that if Bishop MacInnes would be with the troops when they enter the city he 
might approach the religious fi gures on very general terms. In Davidson’s words:

You might in a semi-offi  cial manner call on the Greek Patriarch and perhaps 
on the other ecclesiastics, with greetings and with the assurance which I hereby 
give you of my own deep interest and fervent prayers, but the words had better 
be of a rather general kind.20
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Bishop MacInnes was not present at General Allenby’s entrance to the city. 
He expressed his feelings, and what was for him one of the greatest disappoint-
ments he had ever experienced, in a private letter from January 1918, which he 
wrote from his house in Cairo. In the letter, he argued that the authorities were 
concerned about political diffi  culties and of a possible embarrassment caused by 
him. According to the British strategy, nothing British should appear, and the 
city should be administered under martial law and not under British administra-
tion. According to MacInnes:

Th ey want to avoid giving any pretext for misunderstanding, or for the charge 
that we are using our military power to capture the country and lay claims to 
possess it. . . . General Allenby told me that he really did not think the time has 
yet come when he could properly allow anybody to go there [to Jerusalem] who 
was not required in a military capacity.21

Th is letter expresses much more than MacInnes’s personal feelings of disap-
pointment. It also refl ects very clearly what the British administration’s policy 
toward the occupation of the city was. In order to reduce tensions between them 
and the local communities, as well as between them and the other foreign powers 
that had interests in the city, they tried to reduce their presence to a minimum. 
As was clear from the letters of Clayton and Davidson, the occupation should 
be discerned as purely a military, temporary one, so that it would not pose any 
threat to the local communities or to other foreign powers. Th e ceremony on 
December 11 indeed tried to deliver this message.

Among other reasons, Bishop MacInnes was not allowed to enter the city 
because of the British fear that other religious fi gures would demand to be present 
in the city as well. Indeed, following the British occupation, the Roman Catholic 
Church began requesting to allow its religious representatives to enter Jerusalem. 
Its various requests were denied by Colonel Deedes, who said that Allenby regret-
ted that he could not modify his policy regarding the entry of people who were 
not formerly residents of the city. He continued, “the Commander in Chief is 
satisfi ed that the interests of the diff erent religious bodies in Palestine are amply 
safeguarded by the existing administration, the character of which ensures com-
plete impartiality of treatment to all and a strict adherence to present and local 
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requirements only, thus obviating the premature raising of questions foreign to 
the present regime.”22

As was argued earlier, the question of representation in the city was not only 
religious, but was also about colonial infl uence, as Britain attempted to reduce 
the tension with France and Italy over colonial infl uence and control over Chris-
tian aff airs. Shortly aft er the occupation, on December 25, 1917, aft er returning 
from Paris, Sir Mark Sykes referred to this tension exactly. According to him, 
“France feels that it was underrepresented in the historic occasion of the liberation 
of Jerusalem.” Jerusalem was taken by the British, and France felt humiliated by 
the event. Sykes claimed that Britain should meet these feelings by a wise conces-
sion of employing one or two French offi  cials in the administration of Palestine.23 
Th e same tension between Britain and France over France’s underrepresentation 
in the liberation of the city and its deliverance was reported by Colonel Ronald 
Storrs, the military governor of Jerusalem, who reported that “public opinion in 
France was growing sensitive.”24 Both France and Italy demanded from the Brit-
ish administrators a part in the administration in Palestine, but their request was 
only partially fulfi lled. Allenby wanted the administration to be mainly British. In 
order to facilitate France and Italy’s demands and reduce some of the tensions, it 
was fi nally decided to nominate a French offi  cer as the governor of Ramleh and an 
Italian offi  cer as the governor of Lydda.25

Indeed, Allenby’s entrance to Jerusalem and the British occupation of the 
city were extremely sensitive matters. Th ey involved local and foreign interests, 
and mainly refl ect the British wish that the occupation would not be interpreted 
as a political, religious, or colonial occupation, but rather as a purely military 
one. From a British standpoint, a military occupation would cause less resent-
ment and opposition among the local population, and would keep the balance 
of power within the city. Th e religious signifi cance of the city was of course very 
much in the minds of most British offi  cials. From a religious perspective, too, 
they were trying to reduce concerns and tensions, by limiting the presence of 
clergymen who did not reside in the city. Bishop MacInnes’s case demonstrates 
the British concerns over what can be perceived as a “religious occupation,” and 
of looking at it as a crusade of the Christians against the Muslims.

Th e notion of the occupation as a “new” or “last” crusade was not unique 
to MacInnes, and, according to Eitan Bar-Yosef, was oft en used during and aft er 
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the war. Th is notion came out oft en in fi lms and books that were written on the 
Palestine campaign. Viewing the occupation as a crusade positioned the con-
fl ict of Britain against the Ottoman Empire within the context of a religious, 
Christian-Muslim struggle. Th e “crusading image” was used for the propaganda 
of the Palestine campaign, and especially in the occupation of Jerusalem. Th is 
image played a complicated role, as it called into doubt the idea that imperial 
affi  liation transcended religious denomination and the notion that religious tol-
eration stood at the basis of Britain’s colonial rule. It hence refl ected an ambi-
guity concerning Britain’s imperial interests in Palestine and highlighted the 
tension between the empire and its subjects.26 Th e way British propaganda made 
use of this image while the offi  cial administration tried to downplay it is very 
telling of how the British imagined the occupation, and the way they wished 
it to be interpreted by both the local populations and the other foreign powers 
involved. How, then, did all these considerations and sensitivities play out in the 
actual occupation of the Holy City?

W hen a Cit y Ch a nges H a n ds:  A n I n ter im per i a l Cit y

Th e British advance to Jerusalem began on the night of December 7, 1917, aft er 
forty days of heavy fi ghting over Beer-Sheva, Gaza, and Jaff a.27 Th e main attack 
on the city took place on the morning of December 8 under diffi  cult weather 
conditions. Th e Turkish defense was weaker than expected, and the Ottoman 
military forces and civilians began their withdrawal from the city during the eve-
ning of December 8. Th e last offi  cial to leave the city was ‘Izat Bey, the Ottoman 
governor. By the early hours of December 9 Jerusalem was in British hands.28

Hussein al-Husayni, the mayor of Jerusalem, announced the surrender of 
Jerusalem to the British forces at 11:00 a.m. on December 9, 1917. Major Gen-
eral Shea received the keys to the city on behalf of Allenby. Th e symbolic act of 
surrender was a process that lasted for a few hours, as the other British offi  cers 
Husayni met that morning refused to accept the keys to the city. None of them 
wanted to take responsibility for this dramatic moment and to be the one who 
formally accepted the surrender of Jerusalem.29

Most of the accounts that describe this moment of symbolic surrender of 
Jerusalem mention that Husayni handed over both the city keys and the actual 
letter of surrender. However, there is another version of this event. According to 
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it, just before Husayni approached the British forces, an urgent meeting took place 
in Ismail Husayni’s house, in the presence of Muft i Kamal Husayni and Mayor 
Hussein al-Husayni. At this meeting, it was decided that the letter of surrender, 
written by the Ottoman governor of the city just before he left  Jerusalem would 
be kept in the possession of the Muft i of Jerusalem and would not be handed to 

5. Th e surrender of Jerusalem, December 9, 1917. Hussein al-
Husayni is the man standing in the front line, holding a walk-
ing stick. Source: World War I Jerusalem photographs, the 
Jacob Wahrman Collection.
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the British forces, and that Husayni would hand Jerusalem to the British verbally. 
Th e reason for this was the fear that, if the Ottoman forces recaptured the city in 
a counterattack, the three notables would be accused by the new Ottoman com-
mander of collaboration, by turning the writ of surrender over to the enemy.30 It 
is interesting to see that, even at this dramatic moment, these local leaders could 
still imagine the return of the Ottomans to the city and did not fully grasp the 
full implications of this event.

Two days aft er the formal surrender General Allenby entered Jerusalem, in 
a modest ceremony that represented the end of four hundred years of Ottoman 
rule over the city. Allenby entered the city by foot through Jaff a Gate, leaving his 
horses and cars behind, outside the city walls. Th e reason for this mode of entry 
is twofold. When Kaiser Wilhelm visited Jerusalem in 1898 he entered with his 
carriage through the Jaff a Gate. Part of the wall next to the gate was knocked 
down to enable his carriage to go through. Allenby wanted his historical entrance 
to be remembered diff erently, with more respect toward the city’s monuments, 
and to be contrasted with that of the German emperor. Secondly, his entrance 
by foot was intended to symbolize and emphasize his respect for Jerusalem as a 
religious center.31

At the Jaff a Gate, Allenby was greeted by the military governor and headed 
a procession that was arranged carefully to include all the Allied forces in Pal-
estine. It included the staff  offi  cers, the commanders of the French and Italian 
detachments, the heads of the Picot Mission, and the military attaches of France, 
Italy, and the United States. Th e procession made its way to the citadel, where a 
proclamation, draft ed by Mark Sykes, addressing “the inhabitants of Jerusalem 
the blessed and the people dwelling in its vicinity” was read in English, Arabic, 
Hebrew, French, Italian, Greek, and Russian. Th e proclamation announced that 
Jerusalem was under martial law and stated: “I make it known to you that every 
sacred building, monument, holy spot, shrine, traditional site, endowment, pious 
bequest or customary place of prayer of whatsoever form of the three religions 
will be maintained and protected according to the existing customs and beliefs 
of whose faiths they are sacred.”32

Th is proclamation is important. It alludes to the need to keep the status quo, 
one of the basic foundations that guided the British administration of Palestine 
under martial law, and refl ects the wish of the British to keep the occupation and 
transitional process as smooth as possible, without shaking up life in Jerusalem 
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too much. Th e British military administration, better known as the Adminis-
tration of Occupied Enemy Territory (South) (OETA-S),33 was managed accord-
ing to international law, which prohibited changes in religious as well as secular 
matters in Palestine until the country’s faith and fi nal legal condition would be 
defi ned. However, some changes did take place, and the status quo was not com-
pletely kept during the years of martial law.

Th e ceremony had no Anglican or Christian features in it. It did not high-
light the fact that Jerusalem was won by the British and Allied forces. Hence, no 
Allied fl ags were fl own throughout the ceremony. Because of the tension between 
France and Britain over their colonial interests following the occupation of the 
city, the French consul of Jerusalem was not permitted to join Allenby’s proces-
sion. It was explained to him that the ceremony was military, not civilian.34 Th e 
French consul was not the only one absent from the ceremony. Religious fi gures, 
such as Bishop MacInnes, were also absent.

As was clear from the preparations for the ceremony, as well as from the 
ceremony itself, this event was full of symbolism. Th e importance of depicting 

6. General Allenby prepares to enter the Jaff a Gate, accompanied by Hussein al-Husayni. 
Th e picture was taken just before the entrance through the gate. Source: TMA 4185, no. 
119, Picture Collection, NLI.
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the occupation of Jerusalem as a military one, and not as a civilian or religious 
one, was stated clearly by numerous British offi  cials before the occupation of the 
city. It was also clear from the presence of certain people in the ceremony, and 
the absence of others. Moreover, Allenby’s entrance to the city on foot was also 

7. Th e ceremony inside the Jaff a Gate, December 11, 1917. Source: World War I Jerusalem 
photographs, the Jacob Wahrman Collection.
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a highly charged symbolic act, which was engraved in the collective memory of 
the event. His entrance combined humility (entering by foot, and not on a horse) 
with authority, respect for others (the inhabitants of the city and its religious 
importance) with undoubted victory and conquest.35 Although the proclamation 
itself addressed the people of Jerusalem, the fact that it was read in several lan-
guages shows that the audience to which Allenby wished to address his message 
was much wider. It included the British audience, as well as those of the United 
States, France, Russia, and Italy. Th e ceremony was also fi lmed by the War Offi  ce. 
Th e fi lm was released in February 1918 and helped, of course, to expose wider 
audiences to the event, with its heavy symbolism.

Th e occupation of the city was undoubtedly British, and underneath the lay-
ers of symbolism, it was clear that the British were the new rulers of the city. 
Indeed, as Eitan Bar-Yosef claims, Allenby’s entry to Jerusalem was underscored 
by a series of absences: the absence of any explicit reference to a British victory, as 
well as the absence of any clear Anglican, or even Christian, symbols and features. 
However, argues Bar-Yosef, it was exactly these seeming absences that pointed to 
the real presence of the British and Christian ethos. Religious tolerance became a 
Christian quality, which represents righteousness and justice, and, most impor-
tantly, not losing one’s ethics and values even in times of v ictory.36 

A  Holy Cit y u n der Milita ry Ru le: 
The Esta blish m en t of the M ilita ry A dm i n istr ation

Th e proclamation that General Allenby read when he entered Jerusalem 
announced both the martial law under which Jerusalem was ruled, and the keep-
ing of the status quo of the Ottoman rule. Th e logic behind the need to keep 
the status quo was, according to Ronald Storrs, “to impress upon those desiring 
immediate reforms that we were here merely as a Military Government and not 
as civil reorganizers. Our logical procedure would therefore have been to admin-
ister the territory as if it had been Egypt or any other country with important 
minorities; making English the offi  cial language, providing Arabic translations 
and interpreters, and treating the resident Jews, Europeans, Armenians and oth-
ers as they would have been treated in Egypt.”37 Egypt, then, was the model for 
Storrs, and the British administrators, for ruling the city (and later the country). 
However, Storrs himself admitted that, in the matter of Zionism, by issuing the 
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Balfour Declaration, the Military Administration contravened the status quo, as 
the vast majority of the inhabitants of Palestine in 1918 were Arabs. Th ere was 
inherent tension between the British declarations regarding the status quo and 
the political developments. Th is tension is another refl ection of the diff erences 
between the British administrators and offi  cials who were located in Palestine 
and the policy makers in London. Th is tension can be seen by examining the very 
fi rst measures of the military administration in the city.

On March 2, 1918, General Allenby sent a detailed report to the War Offi  ce in 
London, in which he specifi ed the arrangements of the administration of OETA. 
Th is report shows how strong the Ottoman infl uence was on the way the military 
administration in Palestine operated. It discussed various issues, among them 
the organization of the administration and the ways it would operate, and issues 
related to revenue and currency. According to Allenby, the Ottoman administra-
tive system, based on provincial administrative decentralization under strong 
central control, appeared to be the best way of organizing the administration 
under local conditions in Palestine. Th e British forces initially occupied most of 
the area that formed the sancak of Jerusalem during the Ottoman times. Allenby 
suggested keeping the Ottoman administrative division of the sancak in order 
to disturb as little as possible the methods of government to which the popu-
lation was accustomed, and to enable the British administration to make use 
of the Ottoman governmental machinery. Hence, infl uenced by the Ottoman 
administrative division, the military administration divided the territory under 
its control into four districts: Jerusalem, Jaff a, Mejdal (kaza of Gaza), and Beer-
Sheva (kazas of Beer-Sheva and Hebron). Each of these districts was governed by 
a military governor. Jerusalem remained as a separate administrative unit and 
was governed fi rst by Colonel Burton, who was soon replaced by Colonel Storrs. 
Storrs received his directions directly from General Allenby.38

As for the administrative work carried out by OETA, here too the Ottoman 
infl uence was very much felt. Under Ottoman rule, the government was orga-
nized under the following administrative units: public worship, administration 
of justice, police, gendarmerie, prisons, public health, hospitals, public educa-
tion, public works, land registration, agriculture, forests, trade, postal services, 
and fi nancial services. Allenby expressed his desire to put all these units back 
to work in order to enable them to provide their services to the population as 
soon as possible. Some public services were more urgent than others, he claimed, 
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and would have to be increased. Th ese services included, for example, sanitation 
services, the repatriation of the inhabitants, aid for refugees, and the reestablish-
ment of agricultural operations.39

Th e collection of public revenue was central in the Ottoman administra-
tion, the Ottoman Public Debt Administration being the most important unit 
of collecting taxes. Th e Foreign Offi  ce allowed this institution, together with the 
La-Régie Imperiale Company, which was in charge of the tobacco revenue, to 
continue functioning under British military rule. Moreover, Allenby also sug-
gested that the Ottoman fi nancial personnel, still available for duty, be employed 
by the British administration as well. As Allenby stated, “their knowledge of the 
country, of the people, and of the laws and regulations governing Turkish fi nance 
will be invaluable.”40 On a related issue, the offi  cial currency that would be used 
as the medium of exchange was suggested to be Egyptian currency.

Although the British offi  cials criticized the Ottomans on their neglect of 
Jerusalem and its inhabitants, and scorned Ottoman rule over Palestine, they 
eventually clearly respected Ottoman administration and bureaucratic organiza-
tion and acknowledged the benefi ts of keeping it as long as martial law was in 
force. By doing this, they also tried to show the foreign Allies that Britain had no 
political or colonial aspirations over Palestine. At least in the fi rst stage of mili-
tary rule over Jerusalem and Palestine, the status quo was kept in the sense that 
the Ottoman administrative frameworks continued to guide the British military 
authorities. Th e administrative guidelines changed aft er the fi nal defeat of the 
Ottoman army, in 1919.41

Who were the people who staff ed the British military administration? Th e 
general tendency of the British administration was to try and employ as many 
local bureaucrats as possible, and to avoid employing too many Europeans. How-
ever, the high-rank bureaucrats were British offi  cers, the majority of whom had 
little administrative experience in the Middle East or any knowledge of Hebrew 
or Arabic. Th e local bureaucrats consisted of Muslims, Christians, and Jews, who 
were employed in various posts. Th e fi rst people employed were Arab Christians, 
who studied in missionary schools before the war and knew English. Few Jews 
were employed in the local administration, an issue that created tension between 
the local British administrators and the Zionist commission. However, some offi  -
cials remained in the positions that they held before the occupation. Such was, for 
example, the mayor of Jerusalem, Hussein al-Husayni, who remained in his post 
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until his death early in 1918, when he was replaced by his brother, Musa Kazim 
al-Husayni. Ronald Storrs also nominated Muft i Kamal al-Husayni as the acting 
president of the Muslim Court of Appeals, in order to continue religious activi-
ties without interruption.42

The Status Quo  a n d the A dm i n istr ation 
of the Holy Pl aces

One of the urgent and sensitive challenges that faced the OETA administration 
was the administration of the Holy Places in Jerusalem. Th e British policy toward 
these sites was based on the Ottoman framework, which was introduced to Jeru-
salem by the Ottoman authorities in 1852 (based on an even earlier position from 
1757), referring mainly to the Holy Sepulchre and its legal status, and giving par-
amount position to the Orthodox Church. Th e Ottomans originally introduced 
the concept of “Th e Status Quo in the Holy Places” as an attempt to regulate the 
right of control and access to the Christian holy sites in Jerusalem and Palestine. 
Th e status quo was settled by a series of documents and decrees that were set by 
the Ottoman Sultan Abdül Mecid in 1852, following the old dispute between the 
Greek Orthodox Patriarchate and the Roman Catholic Church, which resulted 
with the subsequent intervention of European powers in the Crimean War. Th e 
decree, which was later confi rmed in the Congress of Berlin in 1878, established 
the rights of several churches in relation to the Holy Places, including the ways 
of public worship, decorations used in the shrines, and the ways of usage and 
exercising ceremonies and rites.43

Th e codifi cation of these early agreements into a body of offi  cial regulations 
was proposed during the draft ing of the Charter of the British Mandate in 1920. 
It was eventually included in Article 13, which made the mandatory govern-
ment responsible for “preserving existing rights and securing free access to the 
Holy Places, religious buildings and sites, and the free exercise of worship, while 
ensuring the requirements of public order and decorum.” Article 14 discussed 
the appointment of a special committee that would defi ne the rights and claims 
over the Holy Places.44

Th e British applied the status quo to other Holy Places in Jerusalem, includ-
ing the Jewish and Muslim ones, and tried to satisfy all the parties and com-
munities who held interests in those sites. Th ose included France and Italy, who 
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suspected the intentions of Britain (and of the Anglican Church), the Muslims, 
who suspected the Christian occupiers, and the Jews. Th is was part of the Brit-
ish attempt to present themselves as the respectful guardians of the “traditional” 
culture of the peoples they colonized. At fi rst, the British placed military repre-
sentatives from diff erent countries to secure the holy sites, but they soon realized 
that this arrangement created confrontations over these sensitive places. Th eir 
solution was to cooperate directly with the diff erent religious offi  cials, and to 
replace the British military personnel present in the area with policemen. Other 
specifi c arrangements were suggested regarding the administration of the al-Aqsa 
Mosque and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Regarding the Holy Sepulchre, it 
was suggested to have a British police guard on-site and to establish a commit-
tee composed of young Christian Jerusalemite intellectuals from the diff erent 
denominations who would secure this site. Regarding the al-Aqsa Mosque, it was 
suggested that the Muslims would be the custodians of the Mosque, and that the 
place would possibly receive an extraterritorial status. Moreover, any confl icts or 
strife over the Holy Places were to be negotiated directly with the leaders of the 
diff erent religions.45

“This  Is  Not a ‘Holy ’  or ‘G olden’  Cit y”: 
F irst Impr essions of Jerusa lem

Th e fi rst British soldiers entered Jerusalem two days before the offi  cial and well-
documented entry of General Allenby. Th e diaries they wrote provide a fi rsthand 
account of their fi rst impressions of the city, its residents, and also of their own 
expectations and prejudices from the Holy City and its inhabitants.46

In general, the British soldiers’ fi rst impression of the city was of a dirty and 
poor place. As Private C. T. Shaw wrote in his diary, “Th e fi rst glimpse of the city 
doesn’t give an impression of a ‘Holy’ or ‘Golden’ city, but of a fi lthy and muddy 
place.”47 He described the city as the most miserable place he had ever been, with 
no sanitation, with roads in a deplorable condition, and with numerous buildings 
in a state of ruin. Private Shaw seemed to be shocked by the people he saw on the 
streets. “Th e people are the dirtiest I have ever seen. I am sure some of them have 
never had a wash in all their lives. Th eir clothes are hanging in rags, and no one 
wears boots or shoes. None of the ordinary natives had indulged in a shave. Th ese 
people do not carry a very nice odour with them either.”48 Th e inhabitants are of 
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all nationalities, he said, including Jews, Greeks, Italians, Spanish, Americans, 
and Germans. He considered the German and American colonies to be the best 
part of the city, as they were relatively clean.

From the soldiers’ descriptions, it seems that, immediately following the 
entrance of the British forces to the city, commercial life—which had stopped in 
the last period of Ottoman rule—was renewed. Private Herbert Empson wrote in 
his diary that “there are many wandering vendors on the streets, selling cakes of 
various descriptions, bread, matches and other things. On the whole I am rather 
disappointed by the place. . . . Th e shops I have seen are all native, mostly dirty and 
untidy. Th ere are no European shops, except the Anglo-American store which is 
situated just inside the Jaff a Gate.”49 Th e market in the Old City seemed to have 
been active as well. “Here you can see all kinds of natives [and of] all nationalities 
doing their trade,” wrote Private Shaw, and he advises bargaining because “you 
can easily knock these people down in their price with a bit of arguing.”50

Th e soldiers claimed that the local population (“natives”) realized that the 
“British Tommy has plenty of money to dispose of and are making every eff ort to 
capture his wealth.” Private Empson provided a detailed report on the prices of 
some products, and describes the food that was off ered in the restaurants located 
in numerous places throughout the city. In the streets vendors sold oranges, fi gs, 
almonds, and souvenirs.51

Interestingly, the soldiers also described active nightlife in Jerusalem. One of 
the most popular places to visit at night was “Th e Empire Th eatre,” where “huge 
crowds visit nightly.” Private Empson also described concerts that were played 
for his division and said that “there is no lack of evening amusement for those 
able to attend. Jerusalem is truly looking up under British rule.”52

Th e picture that emerges from these descriptions in soldiers’ diaries is of a 
city trying to recover from a diffi  cult and traumatic period, which combines in 
it misery and poverty, but also attempts to “get back to normal” in terms of mer-
chant activity and even nightlife. Some of the descriptions regarding the avail-
ability of food are surprising, considering the misery and famine that the city 
experienced during the war. Regarding nightlife, the local population most prob-
ably was not allowed to enjoy the concerts that the British attended. Th e presence 
of soldiers in a city created special spaces and opportunities for them, which were 
open only to the soldiers and some functionaries within the local population, but 
not to the majority of the local inhabitants.
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Another very lively description of the city shortly aft er the occupation is 
that of Mr. Th eodore Waters, who arrived in Jerusalem as part of the American 
Red Cross delegation.53 Th e people on the streets were of mixed nationalities and 
religions, and included both adults and children, he wrote. He also described the 
priests and clergymen that were seen in the streets. Th e languages that he could 
hear on the streets were English, French, Arabic, Hebrew, Yiddish, Greek, Latin, 
and Armenian, among others, and at fi rst glance the scene was of a very colorful 
place. However, Waters was convinced that this was a mere surface picture, and 
that there was much more hiding behind this seemingly lively city. He found part 
of this hidden scene in the soup kitchens spread around the city, mainly in the 
Old City, which served the people, mostly inhabitants of Jerusalem, but also refu-
gees from al-Salt in Jordan who found refuge in Jerusalem.54 Waters’s testimony 
is very diff erent in nature from that of the soldiers. Because of his affi  liation with 
the American Red Cross, he was much more sensitive and insightful to the local 
population and the situation, and attempted to delve deeper into the real “Jeru-
salem scene” of the time, and not just get a superfi cial impression of the city and 
its inhabitants. His description is not free of religious terminology though. He 
praised the British eff orts to renovate and improve the city’s infrastructure and 
its inhabitants’ lives, and said that Jerusalem really needed the help of the Chris-
tian world. “I can see the vision of a new Jerusalem, I mean it in a civic sense, and 
I can see it also as the most wonderful shrine of the world,” he wrote toward the 
end of his description.55

Ronald Storrs, who was appointed military governor of Jerusalem on 
December 27, 1917, had observations of the city similar to those of Waters. When 
he entered the city in mid-December 1917, the population consisted of approxi-
mately fi ft y thousand to fi ft y-fi ve thousand people, among them about twenty-
seven thousand Jews. Storrs’s fi rst observation was that the most urgent problem 
in Jerusalem was lack of food. Th e city had been cut off  from its main sources of 
grain supply from al-Salt and Karak in Trans-Jordan, which were still in Otto-
man hands. It was still isolated from its overseas supply because the ports were 
not yet active. Famine was felt everywhere in the city, and Storrs realized that 
an immediate supply of food should be the fi rst priority of his administration 
in Jerusalem. Jerusalem could not support itself, he argued in a report he sent to 
Cairo, and demanded the supply of at least two hundred tons of grain a month 
to help feed the population. His request was approved, and wheat started to be 
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delivered from Egypt to Jerusalem on a regular basis.56 He began to organize the 
distribution of fl our, sugar, and kerosene shortly aft er he arrived in the city, and 
was assisted by the newly funded Syria and Palestine Relief Fund in the treatment 
of the refugees.57 Other organizations that assisted OETA were the American 
Zionist Organization and the American Red Cross.58

Another important matter was the thousands of refugees that fl ooded Jeru-
salem. According to Storrs, around seven thousand refugees, including Arme-
nians, Syrians, Latins, Orthodox, Protestants, and Muslims, were in Jerusalem 
when he took up his post as governor, and he had to meet their food and housing 
needs. In addition, there were thousands of Jewish and Arab orphans in Jeru-
salem when the war ended. Young children sold alcoholic drinks to British sol-
diers, and young girls became prostitutes in order to support themselves and 
their families.59

What were the fi rst concerns and impressions of other British offi  cials fol-
lowing their entrance to the city? Th eir concerns lay mainly on the political level, 
as they again tried to evaluate the support that they might receive from the local 
population. In a memo written by Colonel Deedes on December 16, 1917, he 
reported that rumors about the Balfour Declaration had reached Jerusalem and 
had created joy among Jews and apprehension among non-Jews. However, it was 
Colonel Deedes’s belief that he could pacify the latter with the assistance and 
support of the mayor, Hussein al-Husayni, who is described as very helpful to the 
British administration.60

Th ree days following this memo, another report from Colonel Deedes con-
tained some very important and interesting observations. It referred both to the 
Muslim population and to the religious tensions between the British, being a 
Christian power, and the Muslims, but also to the internal divisions among the 
Jews. First referring to the Muslim population, Deedes wrote:

No one would maintain that they [the Muslims] show signs of welcoming us. . . . 
Nevertheless, there have been, of course, no open manifestations of hostility, 
and the above remarks should be confi ned to the uneducated classes. Th e Mus-
lim intelligentsia and the part attached to the Sherif ’s movement, people like 
the mayor and municipality of Jerusalem, have welcomed us as much as any-
one. . . . I would like to add one thing, which has struck me again up here and 
that is the extraordinary sectional jealousy between these Jews, or rather, as 
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they all are, Zionists. I really believe their inter-party animosity is more acute 
than it is with the Arabs. . . . It is a little diffi  cult to see how this “Zionism” they 
talk so much of is ever to become a living force when those who claim to repre-
sent it are divided into so many cliques.61

Th e British attempt to divide the local population into subgroups, and to 
distinguish between those who support the British administration and those 
who oppose it, is noteworthy. Th e absence of the Christians from this report 
strengthens the feeling that the Muslims were viewed as the main opposition 
group for the British, an opposition that was also based on religious tensions. 
Th is assumption will be proven wrong with the establishment of the “Muslim-
Christian Associations” shortly aft er the occupation. As for the Jews, Deedes’s 
observation that all the Jews are Zionists is not accurate, as at no point were all of 
the Jews living in Palestine supportive of Zionism. Th e divisions within the Jew-
ish community were well known to the British. A report of the Arab Bureau from 
December 1916 referred to the division between Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews, 
mentioning that the “Ashkenazi are more strongly Zionist and are well supported 
by their rich co-religionists in Europe.”62

“W e M iss  the Ottom a ns”:  Ch a ngi ng Attitu des 
a mong the Loca l Popu l ation

Th e fi rst indications of discontent with the British were already being felt in the 
early stages of British rule in the city. American and British reports, by military 
personnel and religious fi gures, all discussed the growing intercommunal ten-
sion among the city’s inhabitants, as well as the growing resentment toward the 
British administration. Th ese tensions are not surprising. Th ey can be explained 
partly by the publication of the Balfour Declaration, just a few weeks before 
Allenby entered the city. It was seen by many Arabs, including by some of the 
British offi  cers in the administration, as a clear violation of the status quo. Some 
of those offi  cials declared openly that they opposed the Balfour Declaration.63

In addition to the Balfour Declaration, in April 1918 the Zionist Commis-
sion (Va‘ad ha-Tzirim), arrived in Palestine, under the leadership of Dr. Chaim 
Weizmann. Th e arrival of the commission was approved by the British Cabinet, 
but was criticized by some of the British offi  cials in Palestine. It was supposed 
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to start implementing the policy of the Balfour Declaration, and to assist the 
Jewish population in Palestine; in practice, it became the intermediary between 
the Jewish population and the military authorities. Because the exact status and 
mission of the Zionist Commission were somewhat obscure, and because of the 
objection of some of the military administrators to the Balfour Declaration, there 
were constant struggles and tensions between the commission and the military 
administration in the country. Despite these tensions, the commission operated 
legally as a semioffi  cial organization, and its members, many of whom were infl u-
ential in the British government in London, were able to put some pressure on the 
military administration, infl uencing some of its decisions.64 Th e Balfour Declara-
tion, the Zionist Commission, and the general feeling that the Jews in Palestine 
were becoming much more infl uential than they were during the Ottoman era, 
all reinforced the tension between Jews and Arabs in the country and increased 
the Arabs’ criticism of the military administration.

In January 1918 Bishop MacInnes sent a letter to Archbishop Davidson 
regarding the state of aff airs in Palestine. He had not yet been able to get to 
Jerusalem and was still based in Cairo. Referring to the Balfour Declaration, he 
said that it created much alarm in Egypt and Palestine among Christians and 
Muslims and had the eff ect of bringing Muslims and Christians more closely 
together, in view of what they regarded as a common and very serious danger.65

In a letter from General Clayton to Mark Sykes from February 1918, Clayton 
shares his observations about the situation in Palestine. He mentions a possible 
tension between Jews and Arabs but does not seem to pay much attention to it. 
He writes:

In Jerusalem itself feeling among the Muslims is strongest against the Jews 
whom they dread as possible controllers of the Holy City and of all Palestine. 
It is perhaps not surprising that the Jerusalem Jew of today is certainly not an 
attractive personality.  .  .  . Th e pro-British feeling among Jews and Muslims 
throughout the country, especially in Jerusalem, is most marked and steadily 
increasing. We maintain strictly the formula that our administration is merely 
that of an occupying army, and as such purely provisional, but they seem con-
vinced that we have come to stay, and they appear to welcome it. . . . I see par-
ticularly no evidence among the local population, of whatever community, of 
aspirations towards independence. Arab national feeling is very weak. .  .  . As 
regards the Jews, there are no doubt aspirations towards a restoration of the old 
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independent Jewish Kingdom, but the majority seems to think that the shadow 
of a great power over them is essential, and look to England as that power.66

Clayton expressed his growing concern and reservations regarding the Brit-
ish policy of the Jewish National Home in June 1918, when he noted that “any real 
development of the ideas which Zionists hold to be at the root of the declaration 
made by His Majesty’s Government entails a measure of preferential treatment 
to Jews in Palestine. Th is is bound to lead to some feeling on the part of other 
interested communities, especially the local Arabs.”67 Here again the diff erence 
in perception between the local British offi  cers and the politicians and decision 
makers in London is very clear.

From an American perspective, on April 1918 Captain William Yale reported 
on great unrest in Palestine over the Zionist question and a strong undercurrent 
of discontent and dissatisfaction with present conditions. According to Yale:

It is rather signifi cant that in Palestine, where there has been so much suff er-
ing and privation, and where the dissatisfaction with the Turkish regime was 
so great in 1916 and 1917, that nearly every Arab talked open treason against 
the Ottoman government and longed for the deliverance of their country from 
the Turks, there should be in the spring of 1918, soon aft er the British occupa-
tion, a party, which, according to British political agents, wished to live in the 
future under the suzerainty of Turkey. Th e sentiments of this party cannot be 
altogether explained by an inherent dislike of Europeans and the very natu-
ral Muslim desire of wishing to be under a Muslim ruler. Th ere undoubtedly 
enters into these sentiments of this party the belief that under Turkish rule the 
Zionists would not be allowed to gain a stronger foothold in Palestine than 
they now have.68

Yale’s mention of a longing for life under the Turks and his reference to the 
diff erence between the British and Ottoman approaches to the national question 
in Palestine are important, especially if we keep in mind the great discontent 
with the Ottomans in the last days of their rule over Jerusalem. Similar references 
to people’s feelings appeared two years later, in 1920. Following the fi rst clashes 
between Jews and Arabs in Jerusalem, Bishop MacInnes expressed his concerns 
regarding the popularity of the British in Palestine, and said that “British pres-
tige, which was so high aft er the liberation of Jerusalem, has suff ered grievously, 
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and there are numbers of people who now say that they wish the British had 
never come near their country at all if we were only going to hand it over to the 
Jews, for they [the people] would prefer to have the Turks back again.”69 Several 
months later, MacInnes expressed the same concerns. According to him, he was 
told by people from every class and creed, including Muslims, Christians, Ortho-
dox Jews, and Patriarchs, that the vast majority of people in Palestine were bit-
terly disillusioned with regard to the advantage of British rule. Th e vast majority, 
according to him, would vote almost unanimously that the British should go and 
the Turks should return. Th is feeling originated mainly from the concern over 
the way Zionism and Zionist policies had been carried out since the occupation 
took place:

Th e people seeing the intolerance, the bigotry, the narrow mindedness, the self-
ishness, the arrogant demand of Zionists, who treat the country as though it 
were already handed over to them by Great Britain, say “what about us?”70

All reports mentioned in the preceding indicate certain deterioration in the 
triangle of power between the Palestinian Jews, the Arabs, and the British admin-
istration. Th is started relatively soon aft er the British occupation, and it seemed 
that the British administrators enjoyed a very short “grace period” in Palestine, 
before they had to face the growing intercommunal tension in the country.

Indeed, these reports, as well as other issues discussed earlier, all point to the 
important role that religion and religious divisions in Palestine played before, 
during, and aft er the occupation of Jerusalem. British offi  cials did whatever they 
could to downplay the religious aspect of the occupation and to present their 
occupation as merely military in nature, and not as a civil or religious occupa-
tion. By doing this, Britain tried to assuage both the local tensions and the poten-
tial imperial tensions with France and Italy. In the period before the occupation 
they treated the Muslim population in Palestine with great suspicion, and viewed 
them as a potential opposition to British rule over the country. Following the 
occupation British offi  cials clearly divided the population of Palestine accord-
ing to the three religions, Jews, Muslims, and Christians, and separated between 
these three groups. Clearly, the British involvement as a Christian, foreign power 
created instability among the city’s communities and changed the dynamic of 
religious affi  liations.
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Th e changing nature of intercommunal relations is connected to the ques-
tion of the preservation of the status quo in the city. On the one hand, Britain kept 
criticizing Ottoman rule over Jerusalem, presenting the Ottomans as imposing 
a “barbarous yoke” and viewing their occupation of Jerusalem as ending four 
hundred years of Turkish oppression. On the other hand, the British seemed to 
have appreciated the Ottoman administration, and immediately incorporated 
parts of it into their own administration. But most importantly, it seems that 
the basic premises of the status quo were violated following the publication of 
the Balfour Declaration and the arrival and activity of the Zionist Commission 
in Palestine. Th e transition of the Jews from the status of a religious community, 
a millet, in Ottoman times, into the status of a potential national community 
in Palestine, was for the Arab population an inconceivable transition, and had 
long-lasting eff ects.
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