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N E G O T I AT I N G O T T O M A N I S M I N T I M E S

O F WA R : J E R U S A L E M D U R I N G W O R L D WA R I

T H R O U G H T H E E Y E S O F A L O C A L

M U S L I M R E S I D E N T

In August 1915, in the midst of World War I, a young Muslim resident of Jerusalem
wrote the following in his diary:

Will I go to protect my country [wat.anı̄]? I am not an Ottoman, only in name, but a citizen of the
world [muwat.ani al-–ālam] . . . Had the state [dawla] treated me as part of it, it would have been
worthwhile for me to give my life to it. However, 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 fight in Egypt?] but not as an Ottoman soldier . . .1

The writer, who served as a soldier in the Ottoman army and was based in Jerusalem,
wrote these lines as he considered his service to the Ottoman cause and the extent of his
willingness to die fighting an Ottoman war. Here he expresses profound frustration and
anger at the way the Ottoman Empire, which he perceived as his state, treated him. This
entry reflects a deep sense of dislocation and alienation from the collective to which he
belongs.

The 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.2 This article attempts to analyze such negotiations
at a microlevel by closely observing how one individual, who belonged to the Arab–
Ottoman elite circles of Jerusalem, articulated and struggled over these issues.3 Through
the reading of this diary and other sources, and by exploring the diarist’s depiction
of local and regional developments, this article examines how Ottoman identity and
affiliation to the Ottoman collective were negotiated and conceptualized in Jerusalem
during World War I. Analysis of this diary and comparison to other sources illuminates
the multilayered levels of people’s identities and the ways they played out at this time
of crisis.

In the context of Jerusalem, as viewed through the diary, this “identity crisis” was
provoked by the arrival of Cemal Paşa, minister of the navy and commander of the
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Fourth Army, to the city and by his harsh treatment of the local population—Muslims,
Christians, and Jews alike. Shortly after his arrival, Cemal Paşa fired some local Ottoman
administrators, such as the military commander, Zeki Bey, as well as the local Muslim
mayor, Hussein Selim al-Husayni. Those local bureaucrats, I argue, understood the city’s
sensitivities and the dynamic of intercommunal relations, and hence were more sensitive
to the needs of Jerusalem’s inhabitants. Cemal Paşa’s arrival; the hangings, arrests, and
deportations that followed (as they did in Beirut and Damascus); and the acute economic
and social crisis in the city accelerated the sense of crisis and gave it urgency.4

The diary discussed here contributes to the existing literature on late Ottoman and
World War I Palestine on several levels. It allows us to glance at how ordinary people
in Jerusalem experienced and lived through this period of acute crisis and viewed the
transformations taking place around them. Moreover, it enables us to follow the growing
feelings of detachment, anger, and even betrayal among a group whose experiences of
the war are rarely documented, as well as the process of negotiation over identity and
affiliation to the Ottoman collective. Given the scarcity of sources that document the
Arab experience of wartime Jerusalem (and Palestine in general), this diary is remarkable
evidence. It demonstrates the way diaries and autobiographical sources may be treated
as sources for microhistorical research.

O T T O M A N IS M A N D A R A B IS M IN PA L E S T IN E B E F O R E

A N D D U R IN G W O R L D W A R I

How did the notions of Ottomanism and Arabism play out in Palestine during the last few
decades of Ottoman rule? What were the effects of World War I on these orientations?
It is essential to ask these questions before delving into the case study discussed here.

The complex and multilayered nature of identities held by members of the Arab–
Ottoman elite during the last decades of the Ottoman Empire has been discussed in
several studies.5 As demonstrated by Rashid Khalidi, Ottomanism and Arabism lived
side by side and allowed a wide and flexible range of identifications in the Ottoman
context. Before 1914 Arabism in general did not imply Arab separatism and did not
conflict with loyalty to the Ottoman state. Arabs saw themselves as belonging to the
empire, and the differences between Ottomanists and Arabists were issue specific rather
than ideological. Arabism at that time did not stand for Arab nationalism, and both
Arabists and Ottomanists perceived themselves as Ottoman patriots.6 Many of the urban
notables Khalidi discusses in his work, a cadre to which the writer of the diary belonged
as well, combined loyalty to the empire with emerging local patriotism.

How did the war affect this complex identity? Several studies have discussed the
effects of World War I on the consciousness of local inhabitants in Syria, Lebanon, and
Palestine, and on their sense of belonging to the empire. Tarif Khalidi, for example,
suggests that the public hangings of Arab nationalists in Beirut and Damascus caused
people to start questioning their affiliation to, and identification with, the Ottoman
Empire. Ottoman wartime policies provoked sentiments of anger, resentment, and horror
that were directed at Cemal Paşa.7 Khalidi also identifies widespread 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.8 In this,
Khalidi echoes George Antonius, who, in The Arab Awakening, points to Cemal Paşa’s
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acts against the Arabs—in particular the trials and executions of Arab nationalists—
and considers them the immediate reason for Sherif Hussein’s declaration of the Arab
revolt.9

In his discussion of the formation of Palestinian identity, Rashid Khalidi also credits
the war. He attributes the collapse of Ottomanism as transnational ideology (and as
a focus of identity) both to the defeat of the Ottoman army and to the withdrawal of
Ottoman forces from Arab-speaking lands in 1918. He also discusses the war’s traumatic
effects on the local population and claims that the two events that had the most profound
impact in Palestine were the Balfour Declaration and Trotsky’s revelation of the Sykes–
Picot Agreement.10 Regarding the war years after 1914, Khalidi further argues that the
attitudes and identities of the local population in Palestine were transformed rapidly, but
he does not further develop this argument.11

The case of Jerusalem during the war, as discussed in a microlevel here, will integrate
as well as demonstrate the arguments of all these scholars, but it will also complicate
them. The diary I analyze was written by a member of the Arab–Ottoman elite, to
borrow Toledano’s terminology, and the process described in the diary portrays the
confusion, disorientation, and loss that took place during the war years in Palestine, just
before the demise of the Ottoman Empire.12 The actors who took part in this process of
change and negotiation among various possible conceptions of identity and affiliation
were the writer and his social group, as well as Ottoman administrators and officials,
both local and “external.” The local ones were officers who served in Jerusalem and
became familiar with the city’s sensitivities and its inhabitants. The external Ottoman
administrators, represented first and foremost by Cemal Paşa, replaced some of the local
Ottoman administrators and signaled the stage at which some of the local population
began feeling alienated from the Ottoman collective.

The process of confusion and alienation that I wish to analyze with the help of
the diary had two dimensions. Wartime economic and social crisis, exacerbated by
atrocities against the local population and changes in Ottoman administration of the city,
intensified resentment toward the Ottoman government and its representatives. In some
cases this increasing criticism of the government led to a growing feeling of detachment
from the Ottoman collective, as seen in the diary analyzed here. This feeling signaled
what Rashid Khalidi refers to as the decline of Ottomanism as a uniting transnational
ideology. In order to further demonstrate this identity crisis, I will also refer to other
autobiographical sources.13

T H E D IA RY A S A H IS T O R IC A L S O U R C E

Who was the writer of this diary? What is the value of one diary as a piece of historical
evidence? The identity of the diarist is somewhat mysterious. The cover of the diary
identifies “Muhammad –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 traces of al-Salih have led to the assumption that the writer was
actually Ihsan Tourjman, the son of a clerical family who served in the Ottoman civil
service and as translators in the Islamic court of Jerusalem. Tourjman served as a soldier
in the Ottoman army under the command of Ruşen Bey and was based in the Jerusalem
headquarters in the Notre Dame compound.14
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The 192-page handwritten diary was written in Jerusalem over a period of two years
from 1915 to 1916, when Tourjman was in his early twenties. Records indicate that he
died in 1917, before he reached the age of twenty-five. Several leads in the diary identify
Tourjman as a member of the Arab–Ottoman elite of late-Ottoman Jerusalem. He was
related to the Khalidi family on his maternal side.15 His social circle included such
well-known Palestinian figures as Khalil al-Sakakini, who was his teacher and mentor,
as well as Is–af Nashashibi, Musa al-–Alami, Omar al-Salah (al-Bargouti?), and various
members of the Husayni and Khalidi families.16 Al-Sakakini, a well-known educator
and intellectual, is frequently mentioned in the diary. Tourjman studied in al-Sakakini’s
school, al-Dusturiyya, in 1909, and al-Sakakini became his mentor and close friend. The
writer seems to have spent much time with him, in his house, in school, and elsewhere
in Jerusalem. Al-Sakakini’s diary writing may have been Tourjman’s inspiration in
writing his own.17 Tourjman’s social milieu, then, was the Jerusalem Arab intellectual
elite.

Although this diary represents the testimony of a single individual at a specific
interval, I do not see 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 specific social and political context, his personal views and dilemmas may reflect his
larger environment as well. Such treatment of the diary is methodologically consistent
with prevalent academic practice that regards personal narratives and autobiographies
as sources for social history. The site of narration represents a moment in history, a
sociopolitical space in culture.18 Sidonie Smith, for example, argues, “Consciousness
is contextualized, rather than privatized.”19 Amos Funkenstein expresses the same idea
when he writes, “Even the most personal memory is not inseparable from its social
context . . . My own personal identity was constructed by relating to [these] social
objects.”20 Such treatment of the diary is similar to the microhistory approach, which
focuses on the small-scale unit and serves to expand the knowledge of the historian
about a larger unit of analysis. It gives the historian a sense of what it was like to live in
the reality of the larger unit of analysis.21

As mentioned previously, Tourjman’s diary is all the more remarkable given the lack
of documentation on the Arab experience of wartime Jerusalem. 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. Here I will focus on the writer’s process of
identity contemplation as it unfolds throughout the diary by examining three central
themes: wartime conditions in Jerusalem as experienced by residents, the condition of
women and their treatment by Ottoman officials, and political changes that took place
in the region and how they affected the writer and his sense of affiliation to the empire.
In order to connect the diary to its broader context, I will briefly compare Tourjman’s
diary and the picture that it paints to al-Sakakini’s diary. Such a comparison shows that
the issues that consumed and upset Tourjman occupied the minds of other members of
his community and were not unique to him.

JE R U S A L E M D U R IN G W O R L D W A R I

On the eve of the war, Jerusalem was the largest city in Palestine and its political and
cultural center.22 Jerusalem served as a junction for religious, social, cultural, economic,
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and governmental activities in which Muslim, Jewish, and Christian residents, as well
as foreigners, participated. The inhabitants of Jerusalem almost immediately felt the
impact of the Ottoman state’s declaration of war at the end of October 1914. The
wartime economic crisis, the diminishing supply of gold, the closure of most banks and
foreign institutions, and the city’s disconnection from the outside world following the
termination of foreign postal services were only the first signs of a larger and prolonged
crisis that caused much suffering and hardship for city residents.23 The shutting down
of most Palestinian newspapers, both in Hebrew and Arabic, at different times during
1914 and 1915 added to the local population’s growing feeling of disconnection and
separation from the outside world.24

When the sea blockade started in 1914, Palestine, which had an economy heavily
dependent on international trade, was cut off from its supply lines. The price of flour
began to rise as soon as the Ottoman government entered the war.25 The stocks of grain
on hand were quickly depleted, and famine started to be felt throughout cities in Palestine
and Greater Syria. According to Justin McCarthy, the overall population of Palestine
declined by more than six percent during the war, as a result of famine, disease, war
casualties, and deportations.26 The harvests during the war years were poor, and in 1915,
locusts caused great damage to what was left of the crops and exacerbated the famine.27

On 1 October 1914, even before officially joining the war, the Ottoman government
announced the cancellation of the Capitulations, the privileges that foreign subjects en-
joyed in the Ottoman Empire. Soon after this, Ottoman authorities tried to reassure people
holding foreign citizenship that they need not leave the country. Despite this attempt to
create confidence among foreign residents, various countries soon recommended that
their citizens and representatives in Palestine (and elsewhere) leave the country. The
British consul in Jerusalem, for example, left the city even before the official Ottoman
entry into the war. The American consul, Dr. Otis Glazebrook, who stayed in the city
throughout most of the war, became the representative of British interests and took care
of the belongings of some British subjects. Most of the other foreign consuls, apart from
the Russian consul, were deported in November 1914. There was much speculation
about whether the government would deport foreign residents in Palestine.28

Military conscription also created great distress and affected life in Jerusalem during
the war. The increase in the number of conscripts was gradual, and Ottoman treatment
of potential draftees became gradually more severe. In Jerusalem, the first stages of
mobilization won the support of most communities in the city, as they viewed army
service as a sign of loyalty to the empire. Before the Ottoman Empire officially entered
the war, declarations of support for the empire and calls for joining the army were
published in various newspapers and posted on walls and billboards throughout the city.
In August 1914, for example, on the first day of mobilization of Jewish soldiers into
the army, a big parade of drafted soldiers took place in the streets of Jerusalem. Some
soldiers reportedly addressed Zeki Bey, the military commander in Jerusalem, saying
how proud they were to serve the Ottoman homeland. In turn, Zeki Bey thanked them
and ordered the military band to accompany them in the parade. Jews and non-Jews
alike were reported to have walked behind the parade, cheering the soldiers and the
empire.29

Pressure to enlist grew after the Ottoman Empire joined the war, however, especially
after Cemal Paşa arrived in Jerusalem, in January 1915, to command the attack on



74 Abigail Jacobson

the Egyptian front. It is during this time that the population’s resistance to forced
conscription intensified. Although some were able to avail themselves of the badl –askarı̄,
the exemption fee open to non-Muslims, the badl –askarı̄ was so high that it created
socioeconomic divisions between those who could afford to pay it and those who could
not.30 Attempts to escape from military service are described (by locals) as extremely
difficult. In his diary Khalil al-Sakakini describes at length his attempts to change his
conscription order in order to perform his military service in Jerusalem. He describes
his failed attempts, as well as those of Mayor Hussein Selim al-Husayni, to negotiate
this issue with Commander Ruşen Bey.31

Ottoman authorities in Jerusalem did whatever they could to find those avoiding
military service. Military policemen searched on foot for draft dodgers and deserters.
People hid in attics, basements, synagogues, mosques, and churches, hoping that the
police would fail to find them. Some also managed to escape the city and hide elsewhere.
The mukhtārs and official representatives of different neighborhoods of Jerusalem played
an important (and problematic) role in this process, as they were sometimes bribed
to keep policemen away from hiding places. Some draft evaders managed to hide
throughout the war and came out only when the war was over. Those who were caught
were brought to the military court and usually convicted without a trial. The usual
punishment was flogging.32 Indeed, mobilization in the army, safarbarlik, seems to
be one of the most traumatic experiences of individuals during this time of crisis in
Jerusalem, as elsewhere in Greater Syria.33

In short, following the outbreak of war and the involvement of the Ottoman Empire, the
inhabitants of Jerusalem began facing different challenges, including a socioeconomic
crisis, threats of conscription, and a general feeling of isolation from the outside world.
How did people living in the city perceive this new reality at a microlevel?

L IF E IN JE R U S A L E M T H R O U G H T H E E Y E S

O F A L O C A L R E S ID E N T

Tourjman describes at length the impact of the war and the hardships it brought to the
city. The diary often refers to food shortages and harsh treatment at the hands of some
government officials. In his 24 April 1915 entry, for example, the writer reports that he
and Khalil al-Sakakini learned from a baker that bread is no longer available. At the
end of May, he writes that there are hardly any vegetables in the market—only a few
tomatoes and cucumbers.34 His diary reflects a direct connection between the shortage
of food and the hardships of the war. It also protests the Ottoman government’s neglect
of its subjects. This connection is very clear in a December 1916 entry:

I have never seen such a day in my life . . . All [supply] of flour and bread stopped. When I walked
to the headquarters [manzil] this morning, I saw many men, women, and children in Bab al-–Amud
[looking] for some flour. . . . 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 flour.
My father gave my brother –Arif one dirham to buy us bread. He left the house and looked for
bread but could not find any. In the end he received some bread for our relatives . . . The flour has
finished in our country, and it is its main source [of food] . . . Isn’t our government committed to
[maintaining] the quiet life [well-being] of citizens?35
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The writer is very aware that the burden of hunger and misery falls most heavily on the
poor. He claims that rich families have stocks large enough to last them a year or longer
and asks about the fate of the poor. Yet, he addresses his most vehement blame to the
government: “Wasn’t it the duty of the government to store flour so that it would be able
to sell it during these difficult days to the poor? . . . The government should wake up
before the people revolt [against it].”36

Indeed, these signs of dissatisfaction, anger, and frustration at the government’s neglect
of the people during this time of crisis are very prominent throughout the diary.37

The writer’s frustration with the government’s policies translates later into a growing
animosity, not only toward the government and its representatives, but also toward
Ottoman rule as a whole. This frustration leads him to question his own affiliation and
solidarity with the empire.

The writer takes an even dimmer view of the corruption and the immoral behavior of
some Ottoman officials in the city. During the war, Jerusalem served as a rear base for Ot-
toman military forces, mainly for those on their way to the Egyptian front.38 The presence
of soldiers, mainly Ottomans and Germans, had an impact on city life at different levels.
At various sites throughout the city, Ottoman officials organized parties and celebrations,
which involved music, women, and alcohol.39 The writer describes these celebrations
very critically and points to them to demonstrate the extent of Ottoman corruption and
immorality.40 What he sees as immoral behavior in these celebrations reinforces, as well
as reflects, his frustration and growing antagonism toward the government.

On 26 April 1915, the writer describes a celebration that took place in Jerusalem in
honor of an unspecified holiday (–̄ıd)41:

The city today is decorated in the most beautiful way. All the shops are lighted up in celebration
of this holiday. Wouldn’t it be better if the government didn’t do that [the celebration] and
[instead] mourned together with its subjects? Wouldn’t it be better to spend this money on the
poor and the miserable? This evening, many beautiful women [jāmi–a al-sayyidāt al-jamı̄lāt] from
Jerusalem participated in the celebration. There were beverages [mashrūbāt] [probably alcoholic]
for everyone and music . . . but that wasn’t enough, because they invited the prostitutes of Jerusalem
[mūmisāt al-Quds] to attend this celebration. And I was told that there were more than fifty known
prostitutes [present] that night. Every officer or amir or pasha took either one or two or more
women and walked in the garden . . . The men are telling the secrets of the state to these women
without noticing, because they are drunk. . . . The 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.42

Such parties were not uncommon during the war. Other writers refer to similar events
(some of which probably took place in al-Manshiyya, Jerusalem’s large public garden),
where alcohol (and hashish) were often available.43 Some of these celebrations aimed
to mark Ottoman victories (or claimed victories), some to collect money for charity, and
some to promote the government authority. The writer, however, views these parties as
decadent and immoral, especially in a time of war, and they raise his ire. His reference
to prostitutes appears elsewhere in the diary and is also significant, as will be discussed
later.

The writer’s attitude toward the government in light of such celebrations is noteworthy.
The celebration of April 1915 happened to coincide with a locust attack on Jerusalem,
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which may explain his bitterness, anger, and frustration. These complaints regarding
the government’s uninterest 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
sympathizes with the Ottoman soldiers fighting on the front; after all, he was a soldier.
Later in the diary, as his resentment toward the empire grows, he no longer refers to his
fellow soldiers in such a sympathetic way.

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

Whenever Germany wins we are happy, but we [the Ottoman forces] never win. It is always our
allies, the Germans [who win], and whenever they win we are happy. When the Germans win,
the government decorates the streets and celebrates. This 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 condition of the poor. That 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 fireworks, we should have spent the money on charity. But
who should we complain to? We should cry and weep about our problems and hardships.44

Here again, Tourjman’s anger at the way the government spent money on celebrations
at the expense of its obligations toward the poor is very clear. The first priority of
the government was not the well-being of its subjects, he laments. His frustration is
aggravated by the fact that government officials celebrated German rather than Ottoman
victories. Again, there is some ambivalence in his approach. On one hand, he harshly
criticizes the government, but on the other, he still refers to himself as part of the Ottoman
collective. He uses the first plural form in his writing (“we,” “us”), which suggests that
he still views himself as a loyal subject, part of the Ottoman collective.

P R O S T IT U T E S , W A R , A N D T H E C IT Y

As the description of the party indicates, the situation of women was another issue that
bothered Tourjman and contributed to his ongoing frustration with 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,
even if he focuses mainly on the phenomenon of prostitution, is important.

As Elizabeth Thompson indicates in her own research, gender, as an analytical cate-
gory, 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 society
as a whole and could easily mobilize mass sentiments, as was the case in postwar Syria
and Lebanon. When analyzing the effects of World War I on future developments of what
Thompson calls “the colonial civic order,” she demonstrates how the war had shaken
paternal authority and challenged the definitions of family and community as people
knew them.45 Indeed, some of the same effects were evident in Jerusalem.

One issue that Tourjman mentions in his diary is prostitutes and their poor condition.
The existence of prostitutes in Jerusalem is not surprising considering that there were so
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many military forces in the city at a time of poor economic conditions. However, their
presence seems to have created discontent among residents. Their presence was very
obvious in the city, judging by Tourjman’s reflections and descriptions in his diary. As
Jens Hanssen argues regarding prostitutes in late 19th-century Beirut,46 in Jerusalem,
too, they were considered social outcasts.

The deteriorating condition of women, and the existence of prostitutes in Jerusalem,
was for Tourjman yet another factor in his estrangement from the government and the
empire. He discusses prostitution on several occasions, in the context of celebrations
and also in relation to the war’s effects on women and on gender roles in the family and
the community. Moreover, he describes the way in which war and economic hardship
brought dishonor, rape, and prostitution to poor women and young girls.47 In September
1915, he writes,

I see women begging for money while carrying their children with them. My heart breaks. Some
respectable women gave up their honor in order to help their children. Our condition now is the
worst in terms of hunger. The men are in war, and this is one of the hardest times.48

For the writer, prostitution was a direct result of the hardships of war. The 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.49 As the writer
mentions several times in his diary, some prostitutes were Jewish, but there were Muslim
and Christian prostitutes as well. At one point the writer mentions rumors that Cemal
Paşa is about to marry a Jewish woman from the “private prostitutes,” possibly a woman
named Leah Tenenbaum from Jerusalem. He criticizes Cemal Paşa for this and says
he is not worthy of leadership.50 In the description of the party that took place in
Jerusalem, Tourjman mentions drunken officers who reveal secrets to the prostitutes
who accompany them. Perhaps some prostitutes were employed by the British to spy on
their clients, many of who were military officials.51

The writer is greatly concerned with the situation of women and particularly with
their low status. He criticizes men for their ill treatment of women and writes about the
importance of women’s education. For example, on 1 April 1915, after describing the
Nebi Musa celebrations in Jerusalem, he mentions women who were not able to buy
food and clothes as was customary at this time of year, due to the economic crisis. He
continues,

I feel sorry for the Muslim women. I feel that all women on earth are humiliated, especially Muslim
women, but even European and American women. Thank God for not being born a woman! I
don’t know what would have happened if I was born a woman . . .52

In another entry, at the end of the month, Tourjman again expresses the importance of
women, and of women’s education, to society in general. The hijab is a barrier (māni–)
to women’s progress and has to be taken off gradually, not suddenly, he writes.

How can we [Arab society] progress while our second half, the women, is jāhil [ignorant,
uneducated]? How can we live when part of our body is paralyzed? 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.53



78 Abigail Jacobson

Tourjman’s concerns focus not only on the condition of women due to the war crisis,
but also on their status in society. Regarding the latter, he expresses a dual position.
On the one hand, Tourjman openly criticizes his own male-dominated society for its
treatment of women. He blames Muslim Arab society for being indifferent to women’s
conditions and especially to women’s lack of education. He views women’s education
as a key to the progress of the entire society.54 On the other hand, when it comes to
his own life, while expressing his wish to marry his beloved girlfriend, Tourjman also
admits that he is looking for an educated Muslim woman who would 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.”55

The diary allows us a glimpse into the challenges that women faced during the war.
Some issues discussed in the diary, in particular the ways women were abused and
dishonored in times of war, have been widely addressed in the literature on the European
experience of World War I and the effects of the war on the civilian population. In
particular, the connection between gender, national identity, and war’s effects on women
is a subject prominent in research. The 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, the writer uses the poor condition of many
women in Jerusalem in general, and the existence of prostitution in particular, not so
much to discuss the nation’s future but to castigate the government for its failure to
protect women and other vulnerable members of society. The woman’s abused body
represents a grave insult not only for the woman herself, but also for society at large.
For the writer, the condition of women and their treatment by the government were yet
other reasons to castigate the Ottoman state.

“B Y G O D T H E N AT IO N D IE D . . .”

The writer’s criticism of the government became even more pronounced as the war
progressed and as Cemal Paşa’s treatment of the local population became increasingly
severe. After hearing that the Ottoman government had arrested “our Christian brothers”
on the pretext that they were discussing politics and endangering the state, Tourjman
writes that he does not understand what the government was trying to achieve by this
and whether it was just looking for revenge.57 While discussing the effects of war on
Jerusalem residents and the inefficient ways in which the government was handling the
acute crisis, he goes so far as to criticize “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 condition as a soldier, he mentions that some of his relatives were killed in
the war and condemns the ways Jews and Christians were humiliated in their service
in Ottoman-army labor battalions. He argues strongly against the morality of war and
against military commanders who were taking advantage of soldiers and citizens to
fulfill their own ambitions.59

Later in the diary, the writer distinguishes between Arab and Ottoman nations and
gradually distances himself from the Ottoman one. He talks about the tribulations that
“my race, the patriotic (or nationalist) Arab” (jinsı̄ al-–Arab al-wat.aniyyı̄n) was going
through and wonders why people are so tolerant of the Turkish government. People are
slaves and are allowing the government to “play” with them, he claims.60 People were
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continuing to be silent even when the government was doing everything it could to harm
them, such as threatening to expel those who tried to escape military service or those
involved in local politics. He goes on to censure his fellow citizens for not revolting
against the government, although, to be sure, he did not publicly defy the government
either. On the contrary, he continued to serve as a soldier, albeit not as a combatant. At
the same time, he registers in his diary his private moments of defiance. Returning to
the subject of the government, he again distinguishes between the Ottoman and Arab
nations:

Aren’t the disasters [waylāt] that this government caused the Arab and Ottoman nations [li-l-
umma al-–Arabiyya wa-li-l-umma al-–Uthmāniyya] enough? They [the Ottomans] claim that the
homeland [wat.an] 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 putting
the nation and the citizenry in danger. The writer’s language indicates that he distances
himself from the Ottoman government but also continues to distinguish between the
government and Ottoman subjects, saying that the latter are victims of their own gov-
ernment.

Following the hangings of Arab nationalists in Beirut in 1915, the writer disengages
himself completely from the empire:

The government killed eleven people, but they were worth more than 11,000 people. They were
killed because they demanded reforms, they were killed in Beirut, which is “the mother of the Arab
country” [umm al-bilād al-–Arabı̄], but no one said a word—people were afraid for their lives.
The government killed the best of our young men [shabābinā]. By God the nation died [wallāhi
al-umma mātat] . . . You [the dead] should know that the Arab nation will not forget you . . .

The death of these people will be repaid. The 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 supports the Arab national cause and
refers to the men who were hanged as “our young men.” He expresses deep despair at
the impact of their deaths on the Arab nation (“the nation died”), promises to remember
those who died, and swears to avenge their deaths. None of this, however, prevents him
from criticizing the “people,” his fellow citizens, for their failure to rise against the
empire.

On 15 September 1915, out of great anger and frustration the writer directly addresses
Enver Paşa and Cemal Paşa:

Enver and Cemal . . . the homeland is in danger [al-wat.an fi al-khat.ar], and you are dreaming! . . .

What do you want from this war? Do you want to rule the world and occupy it [tumliku al-
–ālam wa-taftah. uhā], or do you want to return to your old glory [amjādkum al-qadı̄m]? You have
brought disaster to your homeland [wayl li-wat.anikum], which you claim that you want to free . . .

Germany cheated you . . . Greetings to you and your country [fa-salām –alaykum wa-–alā
bilādkum].63

Again, it is important to notice the words that the writer uses: “homeland” (wat.an) and,
later, simply “country” (bilād). He is very cynical when asking if the Ottoman rulers
want to rule and occupy the world. Again, his distance from the government is clear
when he writes “your country” and not “our country.”
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Toward the very end of his diary, on 10 July 1916, the writer voices his harshest
criticism toward the government in support of Arab nationalism, specifically toward the
“men of the Hijaz.” In a very angry and impulsive tone, he writes,

The Ottomans killed our sons, offended our honor—why would we like to remain under it [the
empire]? . . . Every Arab is zealous for his race. It is enough for us! The 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 protect 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 shif–a] . . . The Arabs will harass the Ottoman government
until it gets out of the Arab countries [al-bilād al-–Arabiyya], humiliated as it got out of any other
place. . . . God bless you, Sharif 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-–Uthmāniyya].64

The writer does not mince words here in expressing his feelings toward the Ottoman
state and his admiration for Sharif Hussein, who led the Arab revolt. Despite the criticism
that he voices repeatedly against his fellow citizens (here he mentions specifically Syrians
and Palestinians), he expresses great respect for “the Arabs” who would rebel against the
Ottoman state, or as he calls it, “the barbaric Ottoman nation.” Particularly interesting
are the national distinctions the writer 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 Throughout
the diary he refers to Palestine as an entity separated from Syria and Egypt and does not
view it as part of Greater Syria.66 Hence, he seems to be developing a local Palestinian
identity but criticizes Palestinians for not rising against the Ottomans. Simultaneously,
he also refers to himself as part of “the Arabs.”

The trajectory of Tourjman’s perceptions outlined here—distancing himself from
the Ottoman state and moving toward overlapping Arab and local (Palestinian) foci
of identity—goes hand in hand with Rashid Khalidi’s analysis of the different stages
through which Palestinian identity has evolved. According to Khalidi, in the first stage,
before World War I, a unique Palestinian identity competed and overlapped with other
foci of identity, such as Arabism and Ottomanism. After the war, many Arabs shared
a sense of common Palestinian identity.67 This article has attempted to scrutinize this
transition and transformation—to look into the war years as a critical moment during
which those foci of identity began to conflict and crystallize, and to demonstrate how
a young man from Jerusalem gradually moved away from Ottomanism and began to
identify with Palestinian and Arab nationalism.

T O U R JM A N A N D A L -S A K A K IN I C O M PA R E D

In order to contextualize the views and feelings expressed in Tourjman’s diary, it is
important to expand the analysis by viewing how other writers dealt with the issues
bothering Tourjman. One example I have mentioned briefly throughout the article,
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Bahjat and Tamimi’s report on their 1916–17 journey in the province of Beirut. A
comparison with Bahjat and Tamimi is somewhat problematic, however, because their
report focuses on a different locale (the province of Beirut), was written for a special
purpose (an official report to the Ottoman governor), and is different in nature from a
diary. The most obvious source for comparison is Khalil al-Sakakini’s diary, both because
of its structural similarity (diary, autobiographic writing) and the geographical and social
position of the writer (Jerusalem, Arab elite). Al-Sakakini is mentioned extensively in
Tourjman’s diary. He was both Tourjman’s mentor and personal friend and served as a
source of inspiration. Al-Sakakini kept a diary for many years, but during the war years
the diary was not full; there are no entries between 4 April 1915 and 1 November 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 affiliation in general, but
his writings on these issues do not express the same level of anger and frustration as
those of Tourjman.

An interesting example of al-Sakakini’s perception of nationalism appeared on 26
March 1915, when he was convinced that he was about to be deported from Jerusalem
after his failed attempt to pay the redemption fee. This statement resembles Tourjman’s
(being a citizen of the world), but al-Sakakini’s is more influenced by his humanist
approach. Al-Sakakini writes,

What is my crime? I think that I am guilty of two things: first, being a Christian, and as far as
they [the Ottoman authorities] know, Christians are supportive 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 possible 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 . . . The 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
[anā fard min afrād hadhihi al-insāniyya] . . . 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 20 November 1917, after three years of war, al-Sakakini reflects on the meaning
of national affiliation during wartime, as well as on his own location/position in the war.
He criticizes himself for too much concern with his own well-being. More importantly,
he writes that he does 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 expresses anger about the role that national affiliation
plays in wartime, especially in relation to the treatment of injured and captive soldiers.
They need to be treated well regardless of their nationality, he writes, and despite his
hatred of war, he needs to help them, as a human being.70 This is another example of
al-Sakakini’s humanist approach. He attempts to differentiate between belonging to a
certain collective and higher obligations of humanism.

One issue that greatly upsets al-Sakakini is the religious tension that resulted from
the empire’s declaration of jihad.71 Al-Sakakini expresses this concern even before the
call for jihad, on 17 September 1914, remarking that one of the biggest problems of war
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in Palestine was the weakening of the relationship between Muslims and Christians.72

When the Ottoman government declared jihad, al-Sakakini writes that this call arouses
old sentiments and feelings.73 A few days later, on 9 November, he adds that the war
created animosity between Muslims and Christians and that this animosity would remain
for generations to come.74

His strongest statement about the impact of jihad on religious tensions in the country
appears on 18 November 1914. The call for jihad would have been justified had the
Ottoman Empire been forced to enter the war, he writes. However, 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.
The call for jihad was meant only to help the Turkish race (–uns. ur) and to strengthen its
rule, not to defend Islam. This jihad would harm the Muslim world more than it would
help it, because Christian nations would call for a similar war and give neutral countries
a reason to enter the conflict.75

The Ottoman Empire’s policies are clearly criticized here. However, in general, al-
Sakakini’s views toward the empire and its policies seem to change over time. At the
beginning of the war, al-Sakakini reflects on his own affiliation to the empire. He praises
the Turks (not Ottomans) and the support they received from the people, while criticizing
the Arabs, who had no hopes.76 However, as the war progressed, and especially after
realizing that the government falsely claimed victories, he starts doubting all the news
that reaches him, calling it rumors and false information. He writes, “There is no doubt
that a nation that allows itself to do that [spread fake news] is a despised nation and
has lost its mind and is limited in vision [umma munh. at.a mukht.alat al-shu–ūr qāsirat
al-naz. ar].”77

In his diary al-Sakakini expresses frustration toward the government, the war, and its
effects on the empire and especially on intercommunal feelings. However, his criticism
is different from Tourjman’s, less explicit and less firm. This probably stemmed from
several differences between the two: al-Sakakini, a Christian intellectual, belonged to
a religious minority, and Tourjman, a young Muslim, fell in the majority. In addition,
Tourjman served as a soldier and al-Sakakini did not. Despite these differences, the
comparison between Tourjman and al-Sakakini demonstrates the sort of contemplations
about identity taking place at this critical time within Arab–Ottoman elite circles in
Jerusalem.

C O N C L U S IO N

Through a microanalysis of the diary written by Ihsan Tourjman during World War I,
this article has highlighted and analyzed how people who belonged to the Jerusalem
Arab–Ottoman elite experienced and viewed the war and how they perceived their own
positions within the Ottoman Empire. I have focused mainly on the ways multilayered
levels of identity were negotiated and debated following internal and external changes
at the time.

The diary here 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 reveals how
the economic and social crises affected people living in the city and delves into the
hardships of women and the phenomenon of prostitution. It scrutinizes how political
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changes, as well as Ottoman policies and treatment of the local population, affected how
people viewed their own positions within the context of the empire. It also alludes to
ways socioeconomic and religious differences in the context of war affected 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 affiliation to a
larger collective and with regard to future dramatic political developments.

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

As mentioned, I view the diary as more than one individual’s account. It is a source
that highlights the experience of one particular group in Jerusalem, the Arab elite, at
this particular moment. In order to strengthen this testimony, I briefly compared it to a
similar source written by a member of the same group, the diary of Khalil al-Sakakini,
who experienced and contemplated similar issues, although his emphasis was slightly
different. Unlike Tourjman, for example, al-Sakakini was troubled by interreligious
tensions in the empire caused by the war, probably due to his own position as a Christian
Arab intellectual. However, he, too, dedicated much of his writing to questions of identity
and affiliation to the empire, as well as to meanings of national affiliation.

The 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 affiliation to
the Ottoman collective allowed for multilayered, blurry, and flexible 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 “identity crisis,” during which they
began questioning their affiliation and loyalty to the empire.

In the case discussed here, affiliation 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. The diary may demonstrate, in the Palestinian
context, the same transition from identification with a “local-Ottoman” elite to a “local
elite” that Toledano analyzed in relation to Egypt. This 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 identification. Using an autobiographical source such as a diary allows us an
intimate glance into the lives and personal contemplations of people over such crucial
and intimate questions, in a dramatic and difficult period in their lives as well as in the
history of the Ottoman Empire.
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