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looking at the vast and conflicting literature 
about Jerusalem, it soon becomes evident 
that there are gaps in the historiographic 
output. the city’s transition from ottoman to 
British rule is one such omission: very little 
attention has been paid to that formative 
period. What are the reasons for this lack 
of interest? the relative scarcity of works 
dealing with this era is due to a number of 
factors, including a lack of political interest 
in this period, and an arbitrary division 
of history that fails to take into account 
both the changes and continuities in this 
transition. However, in the last decade a 
number of works were produced that focus 
on this period, significantly including local 
voices often overlooked in favor of Western 
sources only. A discussion of how historical 
literature on turn-of-the-century Jerusalem is 
moving forward will afford the opportunity 
for a reassessment of the field.

there are enough books on the history 
of Jerusalem to fill entire libraries, and they 
reflect the city’s relevance and prominence. 
I have argued elsewhere that there are 
several reasons why the history of Jerusalem 
attracted and continues to attract so many 
scholars, writers, and readers.1 Most of 
the narratives produced on Jerusalem are 
employed in making various claims that 
serve the purposes of those who wish 
to control the city and monopolize its 
significations. Books, articles, pamphlets 
and more recently Web sites and other 
electronic media have been produced to 
justify the rule over the city by one group 
seeking to subjugate others. In Andersonian 
terms Jerusalem has become an imagined 
city as there are many groups whose 
members do not necessarily know each 
other, but share strong feelings towards the 
city.2 Every community in Jerusalem then 
is also “imagined,” since it is conceived 
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more as an ideal, with the constituent communities’ religious myths being turned 
into collective memories and transmitted as history. Issam Nassar, in a fascinating 
article on historical writing and the issue of the often unheard native voice, has noted 
that narratives produced on Jerusalem’s history are in constant competition.3 these 
narratives connect the city with those groups who share the same history, but keep 
them divided at the same time, de facto isolating the history of different communities 
from the overall history of the city. these narratives, besides, seem to focus mainly, 
if not exclusively, on the conflictual relations between the various communities 
of Jerusalem as if this state of affairs had always existed in history, contributing 
to a crystallized and rigid understanding of the dynamic relations between these 
communities.

Is it then possible to write about Jerusalem in the late ottoman and early British 
eras without being subservient to a cause or claim? In attempting to answer this 
difficult question this article will consider three themes dealing with the changing 
historical narratives produced in the last decade. the first will emerge from a 
discussion of the war period and the transitional era from ottoman to British rule. 
I will argue that the choice of one periodization rather than another is often driven 
by political, ideological and religious aims. I will show how current literature has 
introduced the study of the impact of the First World War on Jerusalem and its late 
ottoman past, thereby contributing to a bitterly contested re-writing of the history of 
the city. the second theme is the inclusion of local narratives produced by natives and 
residents, often neglected by scholars, as the city was being appropriated by others 
while the indigenous residents were not seriously considered as potential agents 
of change.4 the last theme to be reviewed will be the hitherto ignored sources and 
non-English narratives. I will show how the former can be crucial in rewriting and 
rediscovering the history of the city and its inhabitants, and how the interpolation of 
narratives produced in different languages can substantially alter our understanding 
of the city and its dynamics. Additionally, a second overall objective of this article is 
to recall attention to a historical period that was at risk of being erased by competing 
historical narratives. While discussing these themes, it will also be possible to present 
an overview of the current literature suggesting avenues for new lines of research, as 
well as pointing at possible criticisms of this literature. 

Periodization: The War and the Transition  
from Ottoman to British Rule

Periodization is not just a practical or methodological device, dividing time into blocks 
and making decisions over chronology, but rather a choice of values and, to an extent, 
of claims. the division of history into periods, in itself, is then not based on facts, but, 
more likely – as E.H. Carr argues – rests on a necessary hypothesis whose validity 
depends on interpretation.5 If the relatively simple task of dividing time on paper 
can be considered the practical aspect of periodizing history, what really matters is 
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lower david’s Street at the turning to the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem’s old City. Source: Library of Congress.
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giving some meaning to the divisions. While I have no issues with the idea of dividing 
history, I believe the choice of periodization cannot be driven by simply staking 
political, ideological, or religious claims. the point put forward here is that perusing 
the major literature on the history of Jerusalem, it is noteworthy that the whole period 
of transition from ottoman rule to British administration, and more specifically the 
war years between 1914 to 1918, have been almost entirely overlooked. Why has this 
phase been ignored? this is indeed a key question, which unfortunately can be only 
partially answered, as many scholars do not discuss their reasons for removing this 
period. Reasons for the erasure of the War and of Palestine’s ottoman past have been 
surmised by Salim tamari, as we will see later in the article.6

one general observation I made while examining some important works produced 
in the past in relation to late ottoman and early British Jerusalem, such as Haim 
Gerber’s Ottoman Rule in Jerusalem 1890-1914 and Naomi Shepherd’s Ploughing 
Sand, is that it appears not many claims can be made regarding Jerusalem during the 
First World War.7 there is certainly, according to this literature, more to say on the 
British Mandate era as a whole, on early Jewish immigration, or on rising Palestinian 
nationalism. Ironically, I believe, the choice to ignore the years of the war clearly 
shows the lack of attention to the city and its inhabitants: according to this literature, 
only with the British occupation in december 1917 does Jerusalem regain its prestige; 
albeit once again as an “imagined” community rather than an urban reality. 

this is a problem affecting not only Western scholarship. Salim tamari argues that 
one possible reason for the removal of the war period from history is related to the 
outcome of the war itself. Four centuries of ottoman rule were quickly erased by most 
Arab scholars, who began by characterizing the “days of the turks” as backward and 
terrible, then focused chiefly on emerging Arab nationalism. turkish historiography 
too was no longer as concerned with ottoman history as it was with the business of 
writing a new history that would support the emerging turkish state.8 Abigail Jacobson 
has noted that ottoman and post-ottoman eras are treated as two separate entities with 
very little attention given to the war. She argues that this arbitrary division and the 
exclusion of the war prevent us from understanding both the continuities and ruptures 
that occurred in the transition from one imperial rule to another.9 

this is indeed an artificial and arbitrary division that seems to me to serve the 
purposes of simplifying history and avoiding some crucial historical questions. 
A good indication of the necessity of looking at the late ottoman era and early 
British rule together, including the war period, is the development of a key concept 
embedded in the larger process of modernization: citizenship. the very idea that 
ottoman residents of Jerusalem could have developed such an idea had been 
discarded by a large number of professional historians and writers. Martin Gilbert, 
in one of his numerous works on Jerusalem, claimed that modernity arrived with 
the British; similarly in the best-selling popular history of Jerusalem by Karen 
Armstrong it is only with the end of “turkish” rule that Jerusalem finally saw the 
light of the modern era.10 An interesting exception in the best-selling popular history 
market is the recent work of Simon Sebag Montefiore, Jerusalem: The Biography.11 
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Montefiore has vividly portrayed daily life in ottoman Jerusalem, including 
Jerusalemites who often in popular history have been forgotten. 

the very frequently denied idea of an indigenous modernity has been challenged 
recently in a number of works. It has emerged that mechanisms of administrative 
modernity developed throughout the late nineteenth century, and some institutions 
and practices were then kept by the new imperial power of the British.12 despite 
some setbacks, such as the Young turks revolution of 1908, ottoman subjects turned 
into citizens with representation in the national parliament, producing what Michelle 
Campos has called “civic ottomanism,” the idea of an imperial citizenship based on a 
shared ground of socio-political interaction.13 

the choice of periodization has far-reaching repercussions not only in the general 
historical understanding of one single case but also in the larger comprehension of 
socio-political phenomena such as modernization. there is still a gap, only partially 
addressed in the works noted above, to be filled in relation to the war period and its 
formative value. the First World War in general, in particular as a socio-political 
process, has been discussed in great depth in European historiography, while in the 
context of the Middle East such scholarship is still in its infancy.14 

Jerusalem: Jaffa Gate. Source: Library of Congress.
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The Inclusion of Local Residents

the discussion of periodization leads to the second theme treated in this article. In 
Jerusalem during the war local issues such as the famine of 1915-16, the invasion of 
locusts, or the militarization of the local environment overrode international questions 
like the management of the Holy Places or Jewish immigration. dominant discourses 
in earlier, and also contemporary, historical writings in relation to the city, exclude the 
indigenous population as if these people had nothing to contribute to the history of 
the city, de facto denying them any agency in this formative period. Jerusalemites are 
rarely placed at the center of attention, and tend to be taken into account only when 
interacting with Europeans. dipesh Chakrabarty has made clear that it is impossible to 
write a “French” social history with Syrian sources: the time has come to incorporate 
local voices into historical narratives and put an end to their exclusion.15 But this 
process on its own could take historiography to the other extreme by excluding 
Western sources. I would therefore suggest striking the proper balance among all 
possible voices. Greg dening, exploring the history of the Pacific Islands, realized 
the need to include “the land,” “the men,” and “the outsiders” in order to provide less 
limiting answers to key questions: better answers, if not the whole picture.16 

Since the people of Jerusalem not only represent, but themselves constitute the 
city, it becomes crucial for contemporary historians to find new sources. those 
are mainly letters, diaries and memoirs – which have to be studied and analyzed 
closely in order to add a new dimension to the historical research so far produced. 
diaries and memoirs, for all their limitations, do indeed represent the missing local 
voices of late ottoman and early British Jerusalem. the diary of Wasif Jawhariyyeh, 
a young musician in war-time Jerusalem, challenges the traditional views of late 
ottoman Jerusalem as a city already divided along sectarian and communal lines, 
suggesting a degree of intercommunal interaction often neglected if not denied 
by previous scholars.17 the diary and memoirs highlight the complexity of late 
ottoman Jerusalem and of the early years of British rule: it is the “men and women” 
suggested by dening who finally formulate their definitions of “we” and “they.”18 
Another resident of Jerusalem who left us an important record of wartime Jerusalem 
is Ihsan Hasan al-Salih turjman, an ordinary recruit in the ottoman army. If 
Jawhariyyeh belonged to the petite bourgeoisie often in touch with the elites of the 
city, turjman provides us with what may be considered a subaltern’s chronicle that 
at this stage of historical research is rather unique.19 In various ways that mirror 
their different social backgrounds and personalities, Jawhariyyeh and turjman 
provide us with a vast amount of observations on aspects often ignored, such as 
the collective memory of natural disasters like the invasion of locusts in 1915, 
and the living conditions of women, the poor, prostitutes and ordinary soldiers. 
An interesting study, still to be fully exploited, was produced by researchers at 
Bethlehem University. Under the guidance of Adnan Musallam, history students at 
Bethlehem University, in 1993, conducted interviews with World War I survivors. 
this collection is a great rarity, as I am not aware of any other similar project. the 
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memoirs collected present a fresh picture of the living conditions during the war and 
introduce oral history as a possible source for a better understanding of the war era.20 

diaries and memoirs of Western residents can also be a valuable source as they 
shared, to a degree, the same experiences as all other inhabitants. though there is 
an abundance of diaries and memoirs of pre-war Jerusalem and indeed of British 
Jerusalem, not much is available for the war era. In fact, apart from the memoirs of 
the leader of the American Colony, Bertha Vester Spafford, the only known diary by 
a Western resident so far is that of Spanish consul Antonio de la Cierva Conde de 
Ballobar.21 the diary itself is a great source for aspects of war-time Jerusalem not 
covered by Jawhariyyeh and turjman, and indeed the close relationship between the 
consul and Jamal Pasha, the ottoman commander and de facto Governor of Syria, is 
a very interesting element in the chronicle. Furthermore, as I will argue in the next 
section, merging these narratives can provide a picture of the city never seen before. 
An interesting perspective on changing Jerusalem as it passed from ottoman to 
British rule has been presented by Yair Wallach.22 Wallach traces the trajectories of 
segregation implemented by the British after 1918 through the eyes of an orthodox 
Jew born in the Muslim Quarter of Jerusalem, Gad Frumkin, who rose to become a 
judge in Palestine’s Supreme Court during the British Mandate. Frumkin’s memoir 
is hardly a new source, but what Wallach offers is a different reading with a focus 
on the recollection of details of late ottoman and early British Jerusalem, including 
significant indications of where the city changed and where it did not throughout this 
formative period. 

to include local voices in historical writing is more a necessity than a choice; 
narratives divorced from the men and the land, to use dening’s jargon, perpetuate 
what Edward Said exposed more than three decades ago with his j’accuse against 
orientalism.23 Jerusalemites have rarely been placed at the center of attention and 
some narratives even give the impression that the inhabitants of the city were no 
more than supporting actors or extras performing walk-on parts and cameo roles. 
Including Jerusalemites in the picture expands both the number and type of sources to 
investigate, an enrichment any historian should relish. Reservations concerning this 
approach are more related to the nature of the sources, rather than their usefulness. 
diaries and memoirs are indeed partisan sources, but in the particular context of late 
ottoman and early British Jerusalem, they do contain much that has been missing for 
generations in historical writing. 

Sources and Narratives

In this last section I will discuss two major issues: the under-utilization of local 
sources and the insufficient interaction among the historians addressing these issues. 
In one sense this section summarizes what has been discussed earlier. the majority 
of works available are based on Western sources including the accounts of Western 
travelers. In itself this presents no problem, though it certainly imposes a limitation. 
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But it is the way these sources have been and continue to be used that constitutes an 
issue. For instance, consular sources have been employed mainly to explain political 
relations between religious institutions, the development of Zionism and Jewish 
immigration; information on the local population is scanty and local people are 
mentioned only in contexts that support the benevolent effect of Western presence. 
As mentioned earlier a legitimate question to pose would be: how can one write a 
history of Jerusalem without Jerusalemites, whether they are ordinary folk, Eastern 
orthodox monks, local businessmen, or local members of the ottoman, and later 
British administrations? 

Western sources are indeed useful but not indispensable. Michelle Campos, 
discussing the meaning of key terms like liberty and citizenship in the late ottoman 
Empire, is focused on Palestine, and in particular Jerusalem as a microcosm, to study 
with the aim of challenging established literature.24 For the purpose of this discussion, 
what makes her book groundbreaking is the decision not to use British archival 
sources. though I would argue that these sources could have been useful, Campos 
shows that it is not a necessity to use Western sources: she applies Chakrabarty’s idea 
and writes about ottoman citizens using ottoman sources. Perhaps less challenging, 
from the methodological point of view, but still very interesting, is the work by david 
Kushner on Ali Ekrem Bey, the ottoman governor of Jerusalem from 1906 to 1908. 
Kushner highlights a set of sources often unjustifiably disregarded or else unknown to 
historians: which seems to suggest that many scholars find it easier to deal with more 
familiar Western sources rather than accepting the challenge of perusing ottoman 
ones in turkish, Arabic, or other languages.25 the autobiography of Selma Ekrem, 
daughter of the ottoman governor Ali Ekrem Bey, has found little room in historical 
narratives, though she has written extensively about her stay in Jerusalem, providing 
precious details from a unique perspective.26 Similarly, an underestimated source is the 
collection of articles by Falih Rıfkı Zeytindağı (Mount of olives). A famous journalist 
close to Atatürk, late in 1914 Falih Rıfkı joined the army to become the personal 
secretary of Jamal Pasha in Jerusalem.27 His writings offer significant information 
about wartime Jerusalem. Contrary to the view that Muslim residents were better off 
than their Christian counterparts, Rıfkı notes that “the people of Jesus are as hungry as 
the people of Muhammad and are equally doomed to live in misery.”28 of the Jews he 
had much to say, though mainly about recently arrived European Jews. He was critical 
of Zionism while also trying to understand it. Indeed Zeytindağı is a source that should 
be more attentively explored. 

If sources are the main issue in writing the history of the city, we should also pay 
attention to historiographic production in languages other than English. Histories of 
Jerusalem have been produced in many languages, including Hebrew, Arabic, turkish, 
German and French, but some of this literature has also been written in Italian and 
Spanish.29 Although most Israeli and Arab scholars have also published in English, 
what is really striking, and to an extent worrying, is the general lack of interaction 
among these narratives and among academics across the cultural and linguistic divide. 



Jerusalem Quarterly 53  [ 69 ]

In most of the literature available in English it is extremely rare to find references to 
French, Italian or Spanish works, whilst all of these historical narratives often feel 
obliged to quote from English-language works, a bow to the current leading academic 
language. Articles and books by Henry laurens, dominque trimbur, Vincent lemire, 
or Catherine Nicault are often unknown or overlooked.30 Indeed, different national 
narratives have different purposes: the French and the Italians have often focused on 
their activities in Jerusalem, while the British have focused on Jerusalem the biblical 
city or on the issue of Zionism. Arab and Israeli scholars have frequently focused on 
political narratives, often relying on local sources to argue their cases and support their 
claims, but conversely relying mainly on English narratives for the historical context. 
despite all possible attempts at interaction, what remains is an atomized academic 
field, in which the players are unable to communicate. this landscape therefore 
appears static, or at the least severely lacking in dynamism. I argue that it is indeed 
possible and certainly feasible to bring together as many narratives as possible, to 
explore what they can offer and to attempt to integrate their findings. 

one last paragraph should be dedicated to fields to be developed while 
rediscovering the history of late ottoman and early British Jerusalem. despite the 
amount of work so far carried out, a lot remains to be discovered and discussed. 
A good example is in relation to the condition of women in Jerusalem. Very little 
has been written about women: the work by Margaret Shilo on Jewish women in 
Jerusalem should encourage other scholars to look at other communities and possibly 
at women across the board.31 the field of gender studies is not the only one that 
still lacks attention. Environmental history, the history of education, and the history 
of medicine are fields that deserve more attention because through them we may 
gain a better understanding of the general history of the city and its people during a 
pivotal period.32 In light of what has been discussed in this article there is also a set 
of historiographic questions that should be defined and assessed in the long term. 
How can we look at Jerusalem’s history apart from Palestine yet not severed from it? 
What would be the benefit for scholarly research in isolating Jerusalem? Since many 
scholars have begun to look at Jerusalem as a microcosm, I believe scholars should 
discuss what would be the advantages of studying Jerusalem as separated, though not 
de-contextualized, from Palestine. 

to sum up: in the last decade or so new narrative histories of late ottoman and 
early British Jerusalem have been produced. competing and challenging previous and 
contemporary works by, especially, those who do not use history to make sense of our 
present, but to make claims of their own or to support the claims of others, whether 
politicians, institutions or private organizations. What I have attempted to show here 
is that by moving away from traditional periodizations of the history of the city, by 
including local voices, and by fostering interaction among narratives it is possible to 
write histories that try to explain the present with a more nuanced picture of the past 
without being subservient to any cause or claim. 
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