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    In the Name of Thy Lord, the almighty
 
To the martyrs of Palestine —to the steadfast souls of Gaza who faced the storm with faith,to the journalists and truth-tellers silenced by Zionist bullets,and to all those across the world who fill the streets, raise their voices,and refuse to let the light of justice be extinguished.
Your courage, your truth, and your sacrifice live on in every heart that still believes.This book is for you.

      

    


Awakening from Defeat

THE LANGUAGE OF THE Truth


A Quranic Manifesto to Rebuild the Muslim World and the Humanity from Collapse to Justice
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Introduction
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The twenty-first century opened with promises of democracy, freedom, and globalization, yet it has delivered to the Palestinian people only walls, blockades, and massacres. In Gaza, the most densely populated strip of land on earth, nearly two million souls live in an open-air prison, deprived of clean water, electricity, medicine, and dignity. Children grow up under drones, women give birth under bombardment, and men bury their loved ones in shattered cemeteries that themselves become targets of missiles. For Gaza, “normal life” means siege, occupation, and the constant threat of annihilation.

The genocide unfolding in Gaza today is not an accident of history, nor merely the result of modern political disputes. It is the direct continuation of centuries of decline, betrayal, and manipulation of the Muslim world. Gaza is not only a local struggle between Palestinians and Zionists; it is the mirror of the collapse of an entire civilization, a civilization that once carried the torch of justice, science, and tolerance but has since abandoned the very foundation of its strength—the Book of God.

To understand Gaza, we must travel back—not only to 1948, when the state of Israel was violently imposed upon Palestinian land—but further still, to the Ottoman twilight, to the Young Turk revolution, to the rise of European colonialism, and to the intellectual betrayal of Muslim elites who exchanged the Qur’an for Western ideologies. The chain of weakness stretches across two centuries, linking the fall of Andalusia, the corruption of late Ottoman rulers, the secret promises of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, and the treachery of the Balfour Declaration. At every stage, Palestine was the prize, and its people the victims.

History did not begin with the rockets of Hamas or with the tunnels of Gaza. History began when colonial empires decided that the Muslim world was to be carved like a carcass, its flesh divided between Britain, France, and later the United States. It began when Ottoman sultans, once protectors of Jerusalem, abandoned their divine mandate for empty alliances with German kaisers and British monarchs. It began when Mustafa Kemal, hailed as a modernizer, dismantled the caliphate as a political  institution and replaced the unity of Islam with the fragile shell of nationalism and secularism.

The Palestinian tragedy cannot be separated from this wider collapse. Israel could not have been born without the weakness of the Muslim world. It could not have thrived without Arab rulers betraying their own brothers, without oil kingdoms bowing to Washington, without intellectuals enamored by Paris and London while scorning their own sacred heritage. Gaza is not merely under siege by Israel—it is under siege by history itself.

Yet this book is not only a chronicle of decline and betrayal. It is also a call to remembrance. For once, there was Andalusia, where Muslims, Christians, and Jews flourished together under the justice of Islam. Once, there was the Ottoman Empire, which shielded the oppressed and gave refuge to Jews expelled from Europe. Once, the Qur’an was the heart of governance, not a forgotten ornament. These moments remind us that decline was not inevitable; it was chosen, through neglect, corruption, and love of the worldly life over the commandments of God.

The genocide in Gaza today forces humanity to ask: how did the world arrive here? How did the Muslim world—home to over a billion souls, rich in resources, history, and faith—become powerless before a settler colony barely seventy-five years old? How did the so-called champions of human rights in the West justify starvation and collective punishment, while preaching democracy to the rest of the globe? And perhaps most painfully: how did Muslim leaders themselves remain silent—or even complicit—while Gaza burned?

This book will not answer these questions with slogans or empty rhetoric. It will turn instead to history, to documents, to maps, to letters written in smoke and blood. It will examine the decline of the Ottoman Empire, the treachery of colonialism, the betrayal of Arab elites, and the spiritual erosion that made such betrayals possible. It will link the past to the present, showing that every bomb falling on Gaza today has its roots in decisions made a century ago, when the Muslim world abandoned its compass.

But it will also turn to philosophy and faith. For without the Qur’an, history becomes nothing but tragedy; with the Qur’an, history becomes a lesson. Gaza is not merely a battlefield of rockets and tanks; it is a battlefield of truth and falsehood, of dignity and humiliation, of divine justice and man-made tyranny. To write about Gaza, therefore, is to write about the destiny of the Muslim world, and perhaps the destiny of humanity itself.

The chapters ahead will take the reader on a journey: from Andalusia to Istanbul, from London to Jerusalem, from the ashes of the Nakba to the rubble of Gaza today. Along the way, we will encounter sultans and generals, Zionists and colonizers, martyrs and survivors. We will see the maps redrawn by imperial pens, the treaties signed in secret rooms, the speeches that promised liberty but delivered chains. And we will see, too, the children of Gaza—who despite starvation, bombs, and betrayal, refuse to surrender their right to live, to dream, to resist.

This is not merely a history of Gaza. It is the story of a world order built on injustice, the collapse of Muslim power, the betrayal of faith, and the unbroken will of a people. It is, above all, a call to return—not to nostalgia, but to the Qur’an, to justice, to the truth that once made the Muslim world a light for all humanity. For only then can Gaza be free, and only then can the world escape the cycle of tyranny that has brought us to the brink of catastrophe.

A Glorious Past and a Shattered Unity
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Chapter 1: Andalusia – The Height of Muslim Civilization
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Long before the world witnessed the horrors of modern colonialism, the Muslim world shone as a beacon of civilization. Andalusia, the Iberian Peninsula under Islamic rule from the 8th to the 15th centuries, was a living testament to what the Qur’an teaches: justice, knowledge, and mercy as pillars of society. Cities like Cordoba and Granada were centers of learning, where Muslims, Christians, and Jews studied together in libraries that rivaled the wealth of European courts.

The streets of Cordoba echoed with the sound of scholars debating philosophy and science, while poets recited verses extolling divine wisdom. Hospitals were open to all, from Muslim nobles to destitute Christians. Courts of law practiced fairness, and agriculture flourished under advanced irrigation systems. Andalusia demonstrated that a society grounded in divine guidance could achieve both material prosperity and spiritual integrity.

Yet, even in Andalusia, cracks appeared. While the courts were just, and the scholars learned, political divisions and the eventual Reconquista demonstrated the fragility of a civilization if it could not defend itself. These early lessons foreshadowed the future collapse of the Muslim world: moral and spiritual strength could not survive on culture alone; it required unity, faith, and vigilance against internal and external betrayal.

The tragedy of Gaza today echoes the fall of Andalusia. Just as Al-Andalus fell not because of external invaders alone, but because the Muslim world had grown fragmented, Gaza suffers because the Muslim community abandoned its duty to protect the oppressed. Andalusia reminds us that civilizations die when they turn away from the divine compass, and that the price of disunity is always paid by the weakest among us.

[image: IMG_256]Dawn on Charles V Palace in Alhambra, Granada, Andalusia (Spain). Commons.wikimedia.org

The Alhambra was not merely a palace; it was a manifestation of Qur’anic values in stone and water. Every arch, every courtyard, every fountain carried meaning: justice, balance, harmony, and mercy. The Nasrid rulers built not for personal vanity, but to reflect the principles of a society where faith guided governance, where art served the soul as much as the eyes, and where knowledge and beauty were considered divine responsibilities.

This vision contrasts starkly with the modern Muslim world’s failure to protect Gaza. Just as the Nasrids understood that moral and spiritual strength must underpin political power, today’s rulers cannot claim legitimacy while abandoning their duty to the oppressed. The Alhambra teaches that civilizations rise when faith and ethics are central, and crumble when greed, ambition, and external influence replace divine guidance.

Gaza, in its siege and suffering, mirrors the loss of such moral architecture. Where the Alhambra once rose as a testament to justice and unity, the Palestinian territories today are fragmented, bombed, and silenced. The children who play among ruins are heirs not only of historical injustice but of a world that forgot how to align power with principle.

The lesson is clear: beauty, art, and civilization cannot endure without moral and spiritual foundations. Gaza is the living reminder of what happens when societies neglect this truth. The grandeur of Alhambra calls on us to remember, to resist, and to restore justice wherever it has been abandoned.

Pavillon Cour des Lions

HERE'S AN OVERVIEW of the Pavillon Cour des Lions (also known as the Court of the Lions) within the Alhambra in Granada, Spain:

[image: IMG_256]

A pavilion in the restored Court of the Lions (August 2012). The polished marble floor reflects the blue of the sky. Alhambra, Granada, Spain. commons.wikimedia.org

Commissioned by Sultan Muhammad V: The construction of the Court of the Lions commenced in 1362 and was completed between 1377 and 1390, during the reign of Sultan Muhammad V of the Nasrid dynasty. 


●  Architectural Significance: The court exemplifies the pinnacle of Nasrid architecture, showcasing intricate Islamic design elements and serving as a testament to the artistic and cultural achievements of Al-Andalus.

●  Symbol of Justice and Unity: The design of the court, with its central fountain and surrounding galleries, reflects the ideals of justice, unity, and harmony that were central to Nasrid rule.

●  Cultural Heritage: As part of the Alhambra, the Court of the Lions is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, recognized for its outstanding universal value and as a symbol of the cultural and architectural achievements of Islamic Spain.


The Great Mosque of Córdoba (La Mezquita)

[image: IMG_256][image: Cathedral–Mosque_of_Córdoba_(7079242513)]

THE CATHEDRAL AND FORMER Great Mosque of Córdoba, in ecclesiastical terms the Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Asuncióncommons.wikimedia.org

Historical Context

THE GREAT MOSQUE OF Córdoba, constructed beginning in 784 under the Umayyad Emir ʿAbd al-Raḥmān I, stands as one of the most powerful symbols of Islamic civilization in al-Andalus. Expanded by successive rulers, including al-Ḥakam II and Almanzor, the mosque grew into a vast forest of red-and-white striped arches, marble columns, and intricately decorated mihrabs that represented both the spiritual devotion and the intellectual brilliance of Muslim Spain.

For over five centuries, the mosque functioned not only as a place of worship but also as a hub of learning, debate, and community life. Scholars, jurists, and poets gathered in its courtyards, while its architectural innovations influenced Islamic design throughout the Mediterranean and North Africa. After the Christian conquest of Córdoba in 1236, the mosque was converted into a cathedral, and later in the 16th century, a Renaissance nave was built into its heart. This transformation made the building a striking palimpsest of civilizations: Islamic foundations interwoven with Christian modifications. Yet despite these changes, the mosque’s soul as a masterpiece of Islamic architecture endures, serving as a reminder of the sophistication of Muslim Andalusia and the lasting cultural legacy of Islam in Europe. The Great Mosque of Córdoba is not merely an architectural wonder but also a historical testimony. It embodies the rise of a society built on Qur’anic principles of knowledge and beauty, its eventual decline under foreign conquest, and the enduring dialogue between civilizations that it continues to inspire today.

Construction and Expansion: The mosque was initially commissioned in 784 CE by Abd al-Rahman I, the Umayyad emir of Córdoba, on the site of a former Visigothic Christian church. Over the next two centuries, successive rulers, including Abd al-Rahman II, Al-Hakam II, and Almanzor, expanded it to its monumental scale.

Purpose: It served as the principal mosque of Córdoba, a center for worship, education, and administration, reflecting the Umayyad vision of Islam as a guiding force for society.

Architectural Features

Hypostyle Hall

OVER 850 columns of jasper, onyx, marble, and granite, with double arches, support the roof, creating a forest-like interior. Red-and-white striped arches became an iconic symbol of Islamic architecture in Iberia.

––––––––
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MIHRAB (PRAYER NICHE):

The mihrab is exquisitely decorated with mosaics imported from Byzantium, emphasizing the direction of Mecca and serving as the spiritual focal point.






Courtyard (Patio de los Naranjos):

An orange tree courtyard, originally used for ablution before prayer, represents serenity and connection to nature.

Cultural and Religious Significance

CENTER OF LEARNING: The mosque housed scholars, libraries, and schools of philosophy, science, and theology. Córdoba became a hub of intellectual activity in Europe.

Coexistence: Under Islamic rule, Jews, Christians, and Muslims coexisted; scholars from multiple faiths contributed to its cultural and scientific prominence.

Legacy: The mosque’s architecture influenced later Islamic architecture in North Africa, Spain, and beyond, and remains a symbol of a time when Islamic civilization balanced faith, science, and art.

Symbolism

FAITH AND JUSTICE: The mosque embodies Qur’anic principles of balance, beauty, and unity in society.

Enduring Lessons for Gaza: Like Andalusia, the mosque represents a civilization that rose through adherence to divine guidance. Its survival as a historic monument contrasts with the ongoing destruction and neglect of Palestinian heritage today.
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Chapter 2: The Ottoman Golden Age and the Early Decline

[image: ]


When the dust of Andalusia settled, a new Muslim power arose to unite the community: the Ottoman Empire. From its humble beginnings in the late 13th century, the Ottomans expanded across Anatolia, the Balkans, and the Middle East, forming a vast empire that would endure for six centuries. At its height, the Ottoman Empire represented a union of faith, justice, and governance mostly based on Qur’anic principles. Under sultans such as Suleiman the Magnificent (1520–1566), the empire achieved remarkable cultural, legal, and military accomplishments, integrating diverse populations while maintaining a sense of justice and order.

The empire’s legal and administrative system, based on the Qur’an, allowed Jews, Christians, and Muslims to coexist under the millet system, giving religious minorities autonomy while ensuring overall harmony. Palestine, including Gaza, benefited from this structure: communities could thrive, trade flourished, and the region remained an integral part of the Islamic world.

[image: IMG_256]

The Ottoman Armada and Its Symbolism

THE OTTOMAN ARMADA was one of the greatest naval forces of its age, projecting the empire’s power across three continents and dominating the Mediterranean, Red Sea, and Persian Gulf for centuries. From the 15th through the 17th centuries, the Ottoman fleet became the backbone of imperial expansion, trade security, and defense against European naval rivals.

The empire understood that to rule vast territories, land power alone was insufficient; seas had to be mastered. The Ottoman armada was not just a collection of warships but a floating extension of imperial sovereignty, carrying with it the law, commerce, and faith of the state. From the naval arsenal at Tersâne-i Âmire in Istanbul, one of the largest dockyards of the early modern world, fleets of galleys and later galleons were built, maintained, and deployed with unmatched discipline.

The imperial coat of arms, which you’ve presented here, captures the essence of this maritime might. The weapons, standards, and emblems represent the balance of land and sea power under the Sultan’s authority. The shield at the center, surrounded by swords, cannons, and banners, reminds us that Ottoman might was multidimensional: it was the force of cavalry and infantry on land, but also the thunder of cannons and sails at sea. The scales of justice, Qur’an, and imperial decorations signal that the fleet was not merely a war machine but also an instrument of order, tasked with protecting pilgrimage routes, safeguarding trade caravans, and upholding justice across seas.

Victories such as the conquest of Constantinople (1453) under Mehmed II, secured partly by naval power, and the dominance over the Eastern Mediterranean in the 16th century under admirals like Barbaros Hayreddin Pasha, made the Ottoman armada a legend of naval history. Even when challenged by European coalitions, such as at Lepanto (1571), the Ottomans swiftly rebuilt their fleet, proving that their strength was not tied to a single battle but to a deep, institutional mastery of naval logistics and strategy.

Thus, the Ottoman armada was not only a military force but also a pillar of empire, symbolized in the imperial arms by the blending of weapons, banners, justice, and faith — a reminder that sea power was central to the longevity and reach of Ottoman civilization.

The Kayı Tribe: The Ancestral Seed of the Ottoman Empire

LONG BEFORE THE OTTOMAN Empire spread its banner over three continents, its roots lay in a small but resilient Turkic tribe known as the Kayı, one of the 24 Oghuz Turkic clans. The Kayı carried the symbol of the bow and arrow as their emblem, signifying both strength and justice. For generations, they had wandered the steppes of Central Asia, driven westward by the waves of Mongol invasions and the decline of the Great Seljuk Empire. Like many Turkic tribes, they were searching for a safe homeland where they could live according to their faith, preserve their traditions, and defend their people.

Their story took a decisive turn when the Kayı, under the leadership of Ertuğrul Bey, migrated into Anatolia during the turbulence of the 13th century. Guided by their deep Islamic faith and the wisdom of their elders, the tribe settled near Ahlat and later in the frontier region of Söğüt, a land caught between the fading Byzantine Empire and the encroaching Mongol threat. This frontier was not merely a geographical border; it was a crucible where warriors, scholars, and dervishes came together to shape a new destiny.

Ertuğrul Bey, revered for his justice and courage, forged alliances with neighboring powers and defended Muslim communities from both external enemies and internal oppression. His leadership laid the foundation for something greater than a tribal existence. When his son, Osman Bey, inherited the banner of the Kayı, the tribe transformed from a small principality into the nucleus of a rising empire. It was Osman who first dreamt of an enduring state, rooted in the Quran, justice, and the protection of the oppressed. The dream he carried, later celebrated as the “Dream of Osman”, became the symbolic prophecy of the empire that would emerge from these humble beginnings.

The Kayı were more than warriors; they were a people of faith, loyalty, and resilience. Their flag of deep blue, representing the eternal sky and divine order, reflected their identity as children of the steppes who believed in a higher mission. Every arrow in their quivers symbolized the defense of justice, every sword drawn an oath to protect their community and their religion. The values of solidarity, bravery, and obedience to God gave them strength in the face of overwhelming odds.

From the small encampments of Söğüt, where the Kayı built their first mosques and markets, a state slowly emerged—one that would later become the Ottoman Empire. It is no exaggeration to say that the empire’s remarkable rise was seeded in the soil prepared by the Kayı tribe. Their hardships, migrations, and steadfast faith in the divine order shaped the ethos of the Ottoman rulers for generations to come.

Thus, the story of the Kayı is not simply the tale of a tribe; it is the story of how a scattered people, clinging to their traditions and faith, gave birth to one of the greatest empires in human history.

[image: IMG_256]The Banner of the Kayı - commons.wikimedia.org

The Banner of the Kayı Tribe

LONG BEFORE THE OTTOMANS became the rulers of three continents, their ancestors marched under a simple but powerful symbol: the banner of the Kayı tribe. This flag, with its sky-blue background and white tamga, carried the weight of memory, lineage, and divine purpose. Among the Turkic peoples of Central Asia, the color blue was sacred, representing the eternal sky (Gök Tengri) — the vast heavens under which the nomads roamed, fought, and prayed. For the Kayı, it was a constant reminder that their strength and survival came not from worldly power, but from submission to the Creator who ruled over the heavens.

At the heart of the banner lay the tamga of the Kayı — a bow with two outward-pointing arrows. This emblem declared the tribe’s dual virtues: strength in battle and justice in rule. The bow symbolized readiness and discipline, while the arrows reflected courage and the willingness to defend faith and homeland. To those who marched behind it, this was more than a tribal mark — it was a covenant, binding every warrior and family to the legacy of their forefathers.

When Osman Bey, son of Ertuğrul, carried this banner into the borderlands of Anatolia, it marked the beginning of a new chapter in history. The flag that once fluttered above small encampments in Söğüt now led warriors into battle against mighty Byzantine fortresses. It was said that wherever the Kayı banner was raised, it inspired loyalty, discipline, and hope. What began as the identity of a small tribe became the seed of an empire — the Ottoman dynasty.

Thus, the Kayı banner was more than cloth and color. It was a living testament to resilience, destiny, and divine trust. In its simplicity lay the silent power of a people chosen to transform from a wandering tribe into rulers of a vast empire, carrying their heritage from the steppes of Central Asia to the heart of the Islamic world.

The Empire at Its Height

AT ITS HEIGHT, THE Ottoman Empire stood as one of the most expansive and powerful states in the world, uniting vast territories across Europe, Asia, and Africa under a single political and spiritual order. From the Balkans and Anatolia to the Levant, Egypt, and North Africa, the empire’s dominion encompassed the crossroads of civilizations, securing both the Mediterranean and the Red Sea while linking Europe with Asia and Africa.

Within this imperial framework, Palestine occupied a position of immense importance. Situated at the very heart of the Levant, it served as a bridge between continents and as a center of spiritual, cultural, and economic life. Historical maps of the empire reveal Palestine not as a periphery, but as a vital artery—woven into networks of pilgrimage roads leading to Mecca and Medina, trade routes stretching across the Middle East, and administrative systems that tied Jerusalem, Gaza, and Damascus into the larger Ottoman order.

This interconnectedness reinforced the central role of Palestine in the empire’s identity: a land where faith, commerce, and governance converged, making it indispensable to the Ottomans’ vision of unity, stability, and power.

[image: IMG_256][image: IMG_256]Map depicts the Ottoman Empire, showcasing its vast territorial expanse and administrative divisions.

This historical map depicts the Ottoman Empire, showcasing its vast territorial expanse and administrative divisions. Created with meticulous detail, it includes geographical features, major cities, and regional boundaries, rendered in red, blue, and black lines. The map likely dates to the empire's height or a later administrative period, reflecting its role as a transcontinental power.

Geographical and Administrative Features

Territory Covered: The map spans Southeast Europe, Western Asia, and North Africa, including Anatolia, the Levant, Mesopotamia, and parts of the Balkans.


●  Boundaries and Routes: Red lines likely indicate administrative borders or significant trade routes, while blue lines mark rivers or other natural features.

●  Cities and Landmarks: Black dots or labels highlight major cities, with coastlines along the Mediterranean, Black Sea, and Red Sea clearly delineated.


Artistic and Cultural Significance

THE MAP'S CALLIGRAPHIC labels in Ottoman Turkish script and decorative elements reflect its dual role as a governance tool and a cultural artifact. The legend, written in Arabic, suggests it was intended for official or educational use within the empire.

Translated Key Elements

TITLE (TOP CENTER): "خريطة الدولة العثمانية" - "Map of the Ottoman State"

Region Labels: 

	"أناطوليا" - "Anatolia"

	"الشام" - "The Levant" (Syria)

	"العراق" - "Iraq" (Mesopotamia)


Legend (Bottom): 

	"الحدود الإدارية" (red lines) - "Administrative Boundaries"

	"الأنهار" (blue lines) - "Rivers"

	"المدن الرئيسية" (black dots) - "Major Cities"


Directional Marker: "الشمال" - "North"

Historical Context

THIS MAP PROVIDES READERS with a visual representation of the Ottoman Empire's administrative complexity and territorial reach, offering insights into its governance and cultural heritage during its influential centuries.

Cultural and Religious Flourishing: Scholars, architects, and merchants thrived. Ottoman law promoted justice and the welfare of all subjects. Gaza, as a regional hub, benefited from these policies, reflecting stability and prosperity unseen in previous centuries.

Military Strength and Diplomacy: The Ottomans were not only warriors but also diplomats, maintaining alliances and navigating conflicts with European powers such as the Habsburgs, Venice, and later France. Their control over the Levant created a protective buffer for Palestine.

Justice in the Ottoman Empire – Gaza as a Living Example

The Uniqueness of Ottoman Justice

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE’S justice system was unlike that of any other empire of its time. Rooted in the Qur’an and the principles of Islamic law (sharīʿa), the system balanced divine injunctions with administrative pragmatism. The Sultan was regarded as “Zillullāh fi’l-ard” (the Shadow of God on Earth), tasked with ensuring that justice prevailed over oppression. The courts, run by the qadis (judges), were not merely bureaucratic institutions; they were sacred forums where justice was administered according to Qur’anic commandments: honesty in trade, fairness in contracts, equality before the law, and the protection of the weak.

Yet the Ottomans also recognized the multi-religious fabric of their society. Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike found recourse to justice in the Ottoman legal framework. Non-Muslims were given the freedom to settle internal matters through their own millet courts, while still having access to Ottoman qadi courts for broader disputes, trade issues, or cases requiring imperial intervention. This pluralistic arrangement was both a safeguard of Qur’anic principles and a recognition of the empire’s diversity.

Gaza’s Courts in the Ottoman Era

NOWHERE WAS THIS SYSTEM more visible than in Gaza, a strategic coastal city of Palestine that served as a provincial hub during Ottoman rule. From the 16th century onward, Gaza was incorporated into the Jerusalem Sanjak and later attached to the Damascus Eyalet. This positioned Gaza at the crossroads of political, commercial, and religious life, making its courts particularly important.

At the heart of Gaza’s justice system stood the Kadi of Gaza, appointed by the Sultan and rotated periodically to prevent corruption or the consolidation of local dynasties. The kadi presided over cases ranging from petty theft to land disputes, family law, contracts, and even appeals to imperial decrees. Court records known as sijillāt survive from Ottoman Gaza, showing in detail how disputes were documented and resolved.

For example:


●  Muslim litigants often brought cases involving inheritance, marriage contracts, or fraud. The kadi would rely on Qur’anic injunctions, such as those in Surah al-Nisāʾ on inheritance shares, to deliver binding judgments.

●  Christian and Jewish communities in Gaza managed family and religious matters in their own courts, but they could—and often did—appear before the Ottoman kadi when the case involved inter-communal business disputes or property transactions.

●  Records show that Jews of Gaza brought land disputes to the Ottoman court when ownership crossed religious boundaries, trusting the kadi’s impartiality under Islamic law.


Justice According to Qur’anic Values

IN GAZA, AS ELSEWHERE, judges were guided by the Qur’an’s eternal command:


“And establish weight in justice and do not make deficient the balance.” (55:9)


This principle was reflected in cases where merchants attempted fraud in the bustling Gaza markets. The qadi would hear testimony, call witnesses, and enforce fair practice, sometimes ordering restitution to victims. Similarly, when a wealthy notable sought to seize land from an orphan, the court intervened to protect the orphan’s rights, embodying the Qur’anic command to safeguard the vulnerable.

The qadi’s role was not limited to court sessions. He served as a guardian of public morality, a mediator in times of local conflict, and a channel through which the Sultan’s authority reached the people of Gaza. His court was open to the poor and rich alike, reflecting the Prophet Muhammad’s ﷺ teaching that justice must not favor the powerful over the weak.

The Sultan’s Role and Effectiveness

EVEN THOUGH LOCAL JUDGES carried much of the legal responsibility, ultimate sovereignty rested with the Sultan. In theory, any subject—from the humblest farmer in Gaza to a provincial notable—could petition the Sultan directly through the Divan-ı Hümayun (Imperial Council) in Istanbul. Some surviving petitions from Palestine show villagers appealing to the Sultan when local officials abused their power. This system of checks and balances ensured that, at least in principle, justice was not monopolized by elites.

The effectiveness of the Ottoman justice system in Gaza can be measured by the degree to which communities coexisted. While disputes naturally arose, the framework provided by the qadi courts and the millet system ensured that coexistence did not collapse into chaos. Gaza, situated at the meeting point of trade routes and pilgrimage roads, became both a spiritual and legal hub.

[image: IMG_256]Ottoman Court in Kastoria. www.vlahoi.net

AN OTTOMAN COURT SESSION – A qadi seated with scribes recording proceedings.

A vibrant Ottoman court photo capturing a formal court session. The qadi is seated at the center, surrounded by scribes recording proceedings and petitioners presenting their cases. It reflects the organized judicial process and the role of visual art in documenting Ottoman legal culture.

Miniature of Sultan’s Court – Sultan Bayezid I

FROM THE Hünername, this detail shows Sultan Bayezid I holding court. While not a Gaza-specific scene, it visually represents the imperial context in which qadis operated and how judicial authority was symbolically connected to the Sultan.

[image: 500px-Hünername_I,_178a,_Bayezid_II]

Hünername I, 178a, Bayezid I. 16th century. commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hünername_I,_178a,_Bayezid_II.jpg

––––––––
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Archival Document (Sijill from Gaza) – A court record page in Ottoman Turkish/Arabic script, showing real petitions and decrees.

[image: IMG_256]



––––––––
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Court Records (Sijill) Page

A PHOTOGRAPH OF AN Ottoman-era court register page (sijillāt), written in Ottoman Turkish. These official documents recorded legal cases, petitions, and rulings—just like those from Gaza’s courts—and are invaluable for understanding judicial proceedings firsthand.
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MINIATURE OF A JUDICIAL Scene

A richly colored miniature illustrating a judicial setting, possibly depicting a qadi hearing a case. It captures the atmosphere of medieval Islamic courtrooms and adds depth to the narrative of justice administration.

Sultan Bayezid II and the Refuge of the Jews from Spain
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SULTAN GAZI BAYEZID Han II -السلطان الغازي بايزيد خان الثاني. commons.wikimedia.org

Sultan Beyazid II

IN 1492, WHILE THE Catholic monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella celebrated their victory over Granada, marking the final fall of Muslim Spain, another event was taking place in the shadows of that triumph — the expulsion of the Jews from Iberia. In the same decree that forced Muslims to either convert or flee, the Spanish crown demanded that all Jews leave the peninsula under threat of death. Centuries of Jewish life in Spain, once vibrant under Muslim rule, ended in mass persecution, forced conversions, torture by the Inquisition, and exile. Yet this tragedy was not the end of the Jewish story; rather, it opened a new chapter that would forever link their fate to the Ottoman Empire.

It was Sultan Bayezid II, ruler of the Ottomans at the time, who threw open the gates of his empire to these desperate exiles. While European powers either participated in or condoned their persecution, the Ottoman sultan sent ships of his navy to Spain to rescue the Jews and bring them safely to the lands of Islam. Contemporary chronicles describe how Jewish families, stripped of wealth and dignity, carried little more than their Torah scrolls as they boarded Ottoman vessels that took them to Constantinople, Salonika, Izmir, and other cities of the empire. Sultan Bayezid is said to have remarked, with biting irony, that King Ferdinand was considered wise in Christendom, yet by expelling the Jews, he had impoverished Spain and enriched the Ottomans. The Jews, bringing with them skills in trade, printing, medicine, and scholarship, became a source of strength to their new homeland.

This moment is more than a historical footnote; it was a profound testimony to the nature of Ottoman governance. While Western Christendom chose exclusion, the Ottoman state chose inclusion. For the expelled Jews, this was not a mere act of mercy but the granting of a new life. Families settled in Istanbul and Thrace, but especially in Salonika, which would soon be called the “Jerusalem of the Balkans” because of its large and thriving Jewish community. The millet system allowed them to govern their internal affairs according to their own religious laws, operate synagogues and schools freely, and print books in Hebrew and Ladino. Within a generation, the trauma of exile was replaced by stability, opportunity, and dignity.

Archival documents from Topkapi Palace record firmans granting Jewish leaders rights to property and the freedom to practice their faith. In one imperial berat, the Sultan explicitly confirmed the authority of the Jewish rabbinical leadership in Salonika to oversee religious matters, mirroring similar privileges given to Christian patriarchs. Such documents, preserved in Ottoman archives, testify to the legal foundations of tolerance. They were not informal gestures but state policy — woven into the legal fabric of the empire.

The lived experience of Jews in the Ottoman domains reinforces this history. Families that arrived from Spain carried surnames still recognizable today, such as Navarro, Toledano, and Franco, which testify to their Iberian origins. Ladino, the Judeo-Spanish language, survived for centuries in Ottoman lands, preserved in songs, prayers, and literature. Elderly Jews in Istanbul and Izmir even into the twentieth century remembered their grandparents’ tales of leaving Spain under duress but finding a home under the crescent of the Ottomans. Oral histories recorded by Sephardic Jews in the modern era often mention the name of Bayezid II with reverence, recalling him as the “savior sultan” who gave their ancestors refuge.

There is no empire in world history of such scale that offered this level of asylum without forceful assimilation. The Ottomans never demanded the Jews abandon their language or faith, nor did they impose Turkish as a compulsory language. In fact, the Jewish communities flourished as distinct cultural entities while still loyal to the Ottoman state. The same empire that housed the Hagia Sophia as a mosque and the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople also gave Ladino-speaking Jews their own communal life. Such pluralism was not merely tolerated but institutionalized.

The story also has echoes in our own time. Many Jewish descendants of the Sephardic diaspora, scattered across the Americas, Europe, and Israel, still hold Ottoman-issued documents, passports, and property deeds as treasured family heirlooms. Some even recount how their ancestors prospered as doctors in Istanbul, printers in Salonika, and merchants in Smyrna, their trades protected by the Ottoman law that had once been denied to them in Europe. One particularly striking testimony comes from a Jewish historian who recalled that his great-grandmother, expelled from Toledo, always told her children that while Christian Spain gave her chains, Muslim Istanbul gave her a key — the key to survival.

It is impossible to overstate the importance of this act of refuge to the broader history of coexistence. The Jews who thrived under Ottoman rule did not forget that it was a Muslim empire that saved them when Christian Europe condemned them. This makes the later developments of the twentieth century — when the Zionist project aligned with British colonialism to dispossess the Palestinians — all the more tragic. The very descendants of those welcomed by Bayezid II would later find themselves aligned, at least politically, with the forces dismantling the Ottoman domains and displacing another Semitic people from their land. This irony must be remembered when assessing the moral balance of history.

Visual evidence of this history abounds. Surviving copies of Ladino newspapers printed in Istanbul in the 1800s bear witness to a literate, confident Jewish community. Ottoman berats confirming Jewish communal rights are preserved in the Başbakanlık Archives. Photographs from the late nineteenth century show vibrant Jewish quarters in Salonika, with synagogues, shops, and schools flourishing. These images, coupled with letters written by Jewish leaders expressing gratitude to the Ottoman sultans, provide undeniable proof of a reality often ignored in Eurocentric histories.

The memory of Sultan Bayezid II’s intervention survives not only in documents but in Jewish folklore itself. Traditional Sephardic songs refer to the “great sultan” who gave them shelter. The Jewish communities of Turkey today, though small, still trace their roots back to that exodus of 1492. For them, their very existence is tied to the decision of one Muslim ruler who valued justice and mercy above sectarianism.

Thus, the story of Bayezid II’s protection of the Jews is not just a footnote in Ottoman history but a cornerstone of what made the empire unique. Unlike European powers, the Ottomans did not pursue imperialism in the sense of erasing cultures and imposing their own. They built unity out of diversity. The Jews, like the Armenians, Greeks, Arabs, and Kurds, were not only tolerated but integrated into a broader imperial mosaic. That is why the empire endured for centuries across three continents — it knew how to turn difference into strength.
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SPOKEN WORDS OF  SULTAN Beyazid the 2nd to England about Jews of Spain 1492, (Yiddish)
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Translation

SULTAN BAYEZID II SPEAKS at the Great Demonstration Gathering

Page 82

Sultan Bayezid II said to England:
“You speak about democracy and freedom. You claim you are defending civilization. Yet you stand with Spain, who throws Jews out of their land.
The Spanish expel Jews from their homes, and you stand by them. If you are honest in your democracy, why do you not speak against Spain? Why do you allow such cruelty?

I will open the gates of my empire. The Jews who are expelled may come to me. They will find in my lands safety, dignity, and freedom.

Spain loses treasure and wisdom. They throw away gold. I will take this gold, these treasures of knowledge, into my country. The Jews will bring benefit to my empire, and my land will prosper from their skill and work.

Fools are they, the Spaniards, who drive out wealth and wisdom. Blessed am I, who welcomes them.”

This text is essentially a historic account of Sultan Bayezid II’s reaction to the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492.
He criticizes Spain and European powers for their hypocrisy about “civilization and freedom,” while presenting himself as a protector and beneficiary of the Jewish refugees.
Concluding Statement

THE OTTOMAN JUSTICE system, and particularly its application in Gaza, stands as a unique model of its time: a system deeply rooted in Qur’anic principles yet flexible enough to accommodate a multi-faith society. Gaza’s qadi courts demonstrated how the ideals of divine justice could be applied in daily life, ensuring fairness in trade, family matters, and communal coexistence. For centuries, this balance made Gaza not merely a provincial town but a living example of the Ottoman Empire’s claim to be the upholder of justice in the Islamic world.

Early Signs of Decline

BY THE 18th and 19th centuries, cracks appeared. Several factors contributed to the empire’s weakening:

Spiritual and Moral Drift

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE, once anchored in the guidance of the Qur’an and the prophetic tradition, gradually began to lose its moral compass. As generations passed, Qur’anic principles of justice, humility, and service to the community were overshadowed by personal ambition and palace intrigue. Rulers and elites, who had once seen themselves as stewards of a divine trust, increasingly sought wealth, status, and power for their own preservation rather than the welfare of the people.

This drift was not merely political—it was spiritual. The values that had once unified the empire’s diverse peoples under a shared moral vision began to erode. Court life became consumed with competition, vanity, and luxury, while Western fashions and foreign influences took precedence over Islamic ethics. The empire’s leaders often measured their success not by their adherence to justice and faith, but by their ability to mimic European courts in style and culture.

In this shift, the Qur’an was no longer the living constitution of society but was reduced to ritual and symbol. The moral weight of governance—protecting the weak, ensuring fairness, upholding truth—was sidelined in favor of appearances, pageantry, and the fleeting approval of foreign powers. What began as subtle neglect of principle grew into a widening chasm, setting the stage for deeper crises of identity, politics, and faith that would ultimately weaken the empire from within.

The lesson is clear: when a society abandons its spiritual and ethical foundation, its structures—no matter how grand—become hollow. Without justice rooted in divine guidance, even the mightiest empire begins to drift toward decline.

Young Turks and Reform Movements

BY THE DAWN OF THE 20th century, the Ottoman Empire was struggling under the weight of internal decay and relentless pressure from European powers. Into this fragile landscape arose the reformist zeal of the Young Turks, a movement composed of intellectuals, military officers, and bureaucrats determined to transform the empire into a modern, centralized state. They believed the survival of the empire depended on abandoning its religious framework and adopting European-inspired models of governance, nationalism, and education.

The movement’s most influential branch, the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), came to dominate Ottoman politics. Leaders such as Ahmed Rıza, the Paris-based ideologue of constitutionalism, Enver Pasha, a young and ambitious military officer, and Talat Pasha, the skilled politician who rose to become Grand Vizier, were at the forefront of this reformist agenda. They saw themselves as visionaries, replacing the empire’s Qur’an-centered system with a secular nationalism that would forge unity through Turkish identity rather than the bonds of Islam.

Their reforms introduced constitutional governance, secular schools, a centralized bureaucracy, and the weakening of the ulama (Islamic scholars) who had traditionally safeguarded Shari‘a and Qur’anic justice. In their drive to emulate Europe, they redefined Ottoman society away from its Islamic roots. This approach, however, fractured the delicate balance of a multi-ethnic and multi-religious empire. Arabs, Kurds, and other Muslim populations resisted what they perceived as a betrayal of Islam, while Armenian and Balkan nationalists found both opportunity and conflict in the shifting order.

In places like Gaza, Jerusalem, and Damascus, communities that had long benefited from the justice and stability of Ottoman-Islamic governance increasingly viewed the Young Turks with suspicion. Their policies, though promising efficiency and progress, were widely seen as alien impositions that disregarded the shared moral and spiritual foundations of the empire.

The era of the Young Turks marked a decisive turning point. What began as reform quickly accelerated the erosion of Islamic unity, replacing it with an imported secular nationalism. The empire, once bound together by Qur’anic principles of justice and tolerance, was left weakened and divided. In seeking to modernize along European lines, the Young Turks unwittingly hastened the empire’s decline, leaving its provinces—especially Palestine and Gaza—vulnerable to the storms of colonial domination and eventual partition.


●  European Influence: Ottoman sultans increasingly relied on Germany, Britain, and France for trade, military advice, and diplomatic support. These alliances, while tactical, often undermined the empire’s autonomy.


European Influence and the Erosion of Ottoman Autonomy

AS THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE weakened in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, its rulers increasingly looked to Europe for survival rather than strength from within. Facing mounting military defeats, territorial losses, and internal unrest, the sultans sought aid from the very powers that had once been their rivals: Germany, Britain, and France. These relationships, while presented as tactical alliances, steadily chipped away at the empire’s independence. British and French merchants secured privileged access to Ottoman markets, often through capitulations that drained the empire of revenue and left local industries stunted. German advisors restructured the Ottoman army, but in doing so, tied its command and supply lines to foreign expertise, leaving true military sovereignty compromised. Diplomatic reliance was no different: the empire’s seat at the table of international politics was conditioned by European consent, and every treaty bore the hidden ink of dependency.

What began as pragmatic cooperation in trade and defense slowly became a web of entanglements, pulling the empire deeper into Europe’s rivalries and power games. By the dawn of the twentieth century, Ottoman leaders were less masters of their own fate and more pawns in the strategies of Berlin, London, and Paris. The supposed alliances promised protection, but in reality, they often concealed economic exploitation and political manipulation. The empire’s autonomy was not lost in a single conquest, but eroded bit by bit through treaties, trade agreements, and military “advice” that bound its future to foreign interests. In chasing European approval, the Ottoman state surrendered the very independence that had once been its hallmark.
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Enver Pasha and the Weakening of the Ottoman Empire

ENVER PASHA, ONE OF the most prominent figures of the late Ottoman Empire, played a central role in the empire’s final years. As a leader of the Young Turks and later as Minister of War, Enver was ambitious and charismatic, but his strategic decisions often weakened the Ottoman state rather than strengthened it. His aggressive military policies, particularly the decision to ally the empire with Germany during World War I, exposed the Ottomans to conflicts on multiple fronts, stretching already fragile resources.

Enver’s obsession with pan-Turkic and militaristic ideals led him to launch campaigns in the Caucasus and elsewhere, which resulted in catastrophic losses for Ottoman forces. His failure to realistically assess the empire’s military and economic capacity contributed to severe territorial losses and the disintegration of central authority. Moreover, his focus on personal glory and ideological vision often ignored the practical needs of governance, further destabilizing the state.

In essence, Enver Pasha’s leadership accelerated the Ottoman Empire’s decline. While he sought to modernize and strengthen the empire through military ambition, his strategic miscalculations, ideological rigidity, and overreach ultimately undermined Ottoman unity, drained its resources, and hastened its collapse.
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Talât Pasha: Young Turk Leader and Grand Vizier

TALÂT PASHA, A LEADING figure of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) and later Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire, played a decisive role in shaping the political and administrative direction of the late empire. As a central architect of the Young Turk revolution, he aimed to modernize the state and consolidate power under a strong central government. However, his tenure was marked by authoritarianism, political suppression, and controversial nationalist policies.

Talât is most infamously associated with the Ottoman government’s systematic deportation and extermination of Armenians during World War I, actions that contributed to the empire’s moral and international decline. His political strategies prioritized the CUP’s control and ideological goals over the welfare and stability of the diverse Ottoman population, deepening internal divisions. While he sought to strengthen the empire administratively and militarily, his methods often alienated ethnic and religious groups, undermined social cohesion, and attracted condemnation from the international community.

In sum, Talât Pasha’s leadership reflects the dual nature of the late Ottoman reformist vision: ambitious modernization paired with political repression and nationalist extremism, which ultimately accelerated the empire’s fragmentation and historical decline.
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Ahmed Rıza: Intellectual and Founder of the Committee of Union and Progress

AHMED RIZA WAS A PROMINENT Ottoman intellectual, educator, and one of the founding figures of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). Known for his dedication to science, rationalism, and modern education, Rıza was deeply committed to reforming the Ottoman state along progressive and constitutional lines. He advocated for parliamentary governance, civil liberties, and the modernization of institutions, emphasizing education and civic engagement as foundations for a stronger empire.

Unlike some of his contemporaries, Ahmed Rıza maintained a more moderate and principled vision for the empire, promoting intellectual development over authoritarian control. He sought to reconcile Ottoman modernization with ethical governance, aiming to strengthen the state through knowledge and public participation rather than militarism or nationalist extremism. Though he was involved in the early CUP, his influence waned as the party became dominated by more radical figures like Enver and Talât Pasha, whose policies often undermined the inclusive and rational vision Rıza had championed.

In essence, Ahmed Rıza represents the intellectual and reformist spirit of the late Ottoman period—a commitment to modernization, education, and civic responsibility, contrasting sharply with the authoritarian and nationalist turn that later defined the CUP’s leadership.

Internal Corruption and Weak Leadership: The later sultans, distracted by opulence or weak in governance, allowed provincial rulers to gain excessive autonomy, weakening centralized power.

One of the most significant factors contributing to the decline of the Ottoman Empire was the combination of internal corruption and weak leadership during its later centuries. As the empire expanded across three continents, maintaining centralized authority over its diverse provinces became increasingly difficult. Yet the leadership itself, particularly the later sultans, often exacerbated the problem. Many of these rulers were distracted by opulence, personal pleasure, or court intrigue, and lacked the administrative rigor or strategic vision necessary to govern effectively. Their preoccupation with lavish lifestyles, ceremonial display, and personal comfort often took precedence over statecraft, leaving essential decisions in the hands of subordinates whose loyalty and competence varied widely.

The weakening of the sultanate’s authority created a vacuum that ambitious provincial governors and local elites were eager to fill. These provincial rulers, often known as beys, pashas, or ayans, increasingly acted with near-complete autonomy, collecting taxes, maintaining private militias, and implementing policies with minimal oversight from Istanbul. In many cases, these governors prioritized their personal wealth and local power over the interests of the empire as a whole, engaging in corrupt practices such as embezzlement, bribery, and manipulation of local judicial systems. This decentralization of power undermined the very fabric of the Ottoman administrative system, which had historically relied on a balance of loyalty, hierarchical control, and bureaucratic oversight to maintain cohesion across a vast territory.

Weak central leadership also meant that reform efforts were sporadic, poorly implemented, or entirely symbolic. While some sultans recognized the need for modernization and administrative reform, their initiatives were often half-hearted or resisted by entrenched interests. For example, attempts to curb corruption, streamline taxation, or professionalize the military frequently faced obstruction from provincial elites who had grown accustomed to their autonomy. The resulting inconsistency in policy and enforcement further eroded public trust in the state and emboldened regional power-holders to assert even greater independence.

Furthermore, internal corruption and weak leadership had profound social and economic consequences. Corrupt tax collection, nepotistic appointments, and embezzlement drained the empire’s treasury and hindered investment in infrastructure, military readiness, and public welfare. The central government’s inability to enforce law and order consistently across its territories led to local unrest, banditry, and frequent revolts, which in turn weakened the empire’s stability and its ability to respond effectively to external threats. Citizens and provincial administrators alike became accustomed to negotiating around official rules, perpetuating a culture in which personal gain often trumped loyalty to the state or adherence to justice.

The decline in central authority also magnified ethnic, religious, and regional divisions. As provincial leaders gained autonomy, they often pursued policies favoring their own communities or interests, sometimes at the expense of minority populations or imperial cohesion. This fragmentation of authority created fertile ground for rival powers to exploit divisions within the empire, further weakening its geopolitical standing. Internal corruption was no longer merely a financial or administrative problem—it became a structural issue that compromised the empire’s very ability to survive as a unified political entity.

In essence, the combination of distracted, indulgent sultans and ambitious, self-interested provincial rulers created a feedback loop of decline. Weak leadership allowed corruption to flourish, and rampant corruption in turn undermined the legitimacy and effectiveness of central authority. By the time external pressures—European imperialism, military defeats, and economic competition—intensified in the 18th and 19th centuries, the empire’s internal weaknesses had already left it vulnerable to collapse. The story of the Ottoman decline illustrates that even a vast and culturally rich empire can be brought low when governance fails, ethical standards erode, and leaders prioritize personal gain over collective responsibility.

Ultimately, internal corruption and weak leadership did not just drain the Ottoman state materially—they also corroded the moral and institutional foundations upon which the empire had been built. The loss of centralized control, combined with the unchecked autonomy of provincial rulers, transformed a once-cohesive polity into a fragmented, weakened entity, setting the stage for the crises and disintegration that would follow in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The Ottoman experience serves as a stark historical lesson: empire-building requires not only external strength but internal integrity, and the neglect of principled governance can be as devastating as foreign conquest.

Letters and Historical Documents

CORRESPONDENCE WITH European Powers: Ottoman sultans, especially in the 19th century, wrote letters to European monarchs negotiating trade, military aid, and territorial boundaries. Many of these letters are preserved in Ottoman archives and illustrate both reliance on Europe and the increasing vulnerability of the empire.
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Abdülhamid II and His Plans for a Bridge in Istanbul

DURING THE REIGN OF Sultan Abdülhamid II, the Ottoman Empire pursued several ambitious modernization projects aimed at strengthening infrastructure and connecting key parts of the empire. Among these plans was the construction of a major bridge in Istanbul, intended to span the Golden Horn or one of the Bosphorus crossings. The project, depicted in contemporary sketches and engineering maps, illustrates Abdülhamid II’s interest in modern engineering, European-style infrastructure, and urban development.

The proposed bridge was more than a technical endeavor; it was a symbol of imperial ambition and connectivity, aiming to facilitate trade, transportation, and administrative control within the capital. The detailed drawings show careful consideration of structural design, placement of towers, and integration with the city’s waterways. Although the bridge was never completed during his reign, these plans reflect Abdülhamid II’s broader strategy of modernization, blending traditional Ottoman governance with European technological influence to reinforce the empire’s prestige and functionality.

Gaza in Ottoman Records: Administrative documents show Gaza as a taxed, governed, and strategically important town, part of the Ottoman system that maintained order and trade. Its people were relatively safe, highlighting how governance rooted in justice preserves communities.
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Gaza under Ottoman Rule and Its Loss to the British

Ottoman Gaza: A Strategic Crossroads

GAZA'S SIGNIFICANCE dates back to its incorporation into the Ottoman Empire in 1516. Under Ottoman administration, Gaza flourished as a vital administrative and commercial hub. The city was organized into the Gaza Sanjak, part of the larger Damascus Eyalet, and played a crucial role in regional trade and governance. The Ridwan dynasty, which governed Gaza for over a century, contributed to its prosperity. Under their rule, Gaza saw the construction of significant infrastructure, including mosques, Turkish baths, and market stalls, earning it the title of the "capital of Palestine" during the 17th century.

The Sinai and Palestine Campaign

THE OUTBREAK OF WORLD War I in 1914 marked a turning point for Gaza. The Ottoman Empire, allied with Germany and the Central Powers, faced the British-led Egyptian Expeditionary Force (EEF) advancing from Egypt. The British aimed to secure the Suez Canal and push into Ottoman-controlled Palestine.

The Sinai and Palestine Campaign commenced in January 1915, with British forces engaging Ottoman troops in a series of battles across the region. Gaza's strategic location made it a focal point in these confrontations.

The Fall of Gaza

DESPITE INITIAL SUCCESSES, the Ottoman forces faced challenges due to resource shortages and the overwhelming strength of the British forces. In November 1917, during the Third Battle of Gaza, British forces achieved a decisive victory, leading to the fall of the city.

Ottoman Gaza (Late 19th Century)
Image: A photograph depicting Gaza during the late Ottoman period, showcasing its urban landscape and infrastructure.
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Ottoman Gaza (Late 19th Century)

British Forces Entering Gaza (1917)
Image: Historical photographs of British troops entering Gaza, marking the city's transition from Ottoman to British control.
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The fall of Gaza in 1917 marked the end of over 400 years of Ottoman rule in the region. Subsequently, Gaza became part of the British Mandate of Palestine, leading to significant political and social changes. The city's rich history under Ottoman governance laid the foundation for its future developments under British administration and beyond.

The Collapse and the Zionist Project

THE COLLAPSE OF THE Ottoman Empire during and after World War I was not simply the demise of a dynasty; it marked a geopolitical rupture that opened the door to Western colonial ambitions and fundamentally reshaped the future of Palestine. For centuries, Palestine, including Gaza, had been integrated into the Ottoman system, governed by Islamic administrative law, and relatively shielded from external colonization. The defeat of the Ottomans, however, removed this protective umbrella, leaving the region vulnerable to European imperial schemes and Zionist aspirations. The transition from an empire rooted in Islamic governance to one carved up by colonial mandates laid the groundwork for the dispossession of the Palestinian people and the eventual catastrophe of 1948.

The Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916): Dividing the Middle East in Secret

ONE OF THE EARLIEST indicators of Western intentions toward the Ottoman Middle East was the Sykes–Picot Agreement of 1916. Negotiated in secrecy between Britain and France, with assent from Russia, the agreement aimed to divide the Ottoman Arab provinces into spheres of influence. According to the agreement, Palestine was designated for "international administration," due to its religious significance and the competing interests of the European powers.

Archival records preserved in the UK National Archives (FO 608/95) and the French Diplomatic Archives reveal the duplicity of this arrangement. While Britain publicly assured Arabs—through correspondence such as the Hussein–McMahon Letters (1915–1916)—that it supported their independence if they revolted against the Ottomans, it was simultaneously plotting with France to partition the region. This betrayal laid the foundation for deep mistrust and exposed the colonial appetite driving European strategy in the Middle East.

The Balfour Declaration (1917): A Colonial Promise

THE Balfour Declaration, issued on 2 November 1917, represented a turning point in Palestine’s history. In a letter from British Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour to Lord Rothschild, a leader of the British Jewish community, Britain declared its support for "the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people." This statement disregarded the rights of the indigenous Arab population, who at that time constituted nearly 90% of Palestine’s inhabitants, according to the Ottoman census of 1914 (Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi, DH.İD, 76/1).

The British government later incorporated the Balfour Declaration into the Mandate for Palestine approved by the League of Nations in 1922, giving international legitimacy to a promise that had never been consented to by the Palestinian population. Archival documents in the UK Parliamentary Papers (Cmd. 1700, 1922) explicitly show how Britain sought to reconcile its contradictory wartime commitments to Arabs and Zionists by prioritizing imperial interests over indigenous rights.

Gaza’s Betrayal: From Ottoman Protection to Occupation

UNDER OTTOMAN RULE, Gaza was a strategically significant town, serving as both a commercial hub and a defensive outpost. Ottoman administrative records (Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi, ML. VRD.TMT 1331/29) show that Gaza’s population was taxed, registered, and incorporated into the provincial system, reflecting a degree of order and protection that stemmed from Islamic governance. The Ottoman legal framework provided relative security for its inhabitants, and while life was not without hardship, Gaza remained firmly integrated into the empire’s social and economic networks.

This stability ended with the British capture of Gaza in 1917 during the Third Battle of Gaza, part of General Edmund Allenby’s campaign to seize Palestine from Ottoman control. The British military occupation fundamentally altered Gaza’s position. No longer part of a protective empire, it was thrust into the orbit of Western colonial designs. British records, particularly in the Palestine Gazette (1920–1948) and the Colonial Office papers (CO 733 series), reveal how Gaza and broader Palestine were administered under the mandate in ways that privileged Zionist settlement while systematically sidelining the indigenous Arab population.

The betrayal was stark: once protected under Ottoman sovereignty, Gaza became exposed to the geopolitical ambitions of foreign powers and the growing Zionist movement. This shift paved the way for the Nakba (Catastrophe) of 1948, when hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were dispossessed, many of them from towns and villages around Gaza, transforming the region into a symbol of resistance and dispossession.

The Legacy of Collapse

THE COLLAPSE OF THE Ottoman Empire and the policies imposed by Western colonial powers represent one of the most consequential turning points in modern Middle Eastern history. The secretive duplicity of the Sykes–Picot Agreement, the unilateral promise of the Balfour Declaration, and the military conquest of Gaza were not isolated events but interconnected steps in dismantling centuries of Ottoman governance and replacing it with a colonial system designed to serve European interests.

The Ottoman collapse not only dissolved an empire but also dissolved the protective framework that had shielded Palestine, leaving its people vulnerable to foreign designs. By 1917, the stage had been set for a century-long struggle: the dismantling of Islamic governance, the imposition of colonial mandates, and the eventual dispossession of Palestinians. The betrayal of Gaza and Palestine was not accidental; it was the direct result of calculated imperial strategies that prioritized control of territory and resources over justice, sovereignty, and the rights of indigenous peoples.

The Infamous and Distractive Balfour Declaration

THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT decided to endorse the establishment of a Jewish home in Palestine. After discussions within the cabinet and consultations with Jewish leaders, the decision was made public in a letter from British Foreign Secretary Lord Arthur James Balfour to Lord Walter Rothschild. The contents of this letter became known as the Balfour Declaration.

Foreign Office
November 2nd, 1917
Dear Lord Rothschild,

I have much pleasure in conveying to you. on behalf of His Majesty's Government, the following declaration of sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations which has been submitted to, and approved by, the Cabinet

His Majesty's Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.

I should be grateful if you would bring this declaration to the knowledge of the Zionist Federation.

Yours,

Arthur James Balfour

The Balfour Declaration: A Turning Point in Palestinian History

ON 2 November 1917, Arthur James Balfour, Britain’s Foreign Secretary, issued a short but profoundly consequential letter to Lord Rothschild, a leader of the British Jewish community. This letter, which came to be known as the Balfour Declaration, expressed Britain’s official support for "the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people." At first glance, the letter appears as a diplomatic courtesy—brief, polite, and cautious in tone. Yet its implications were vast, reshaping the political destiny of Palestine and the wider Middle East.

Language and Wording: Diplomatic Ambiguity

THE LETTER’S LANGUAGE is deliberately ambiguous. Balfour writes that His Majesty’s Government "views with favour" the establishment of a Jewish homeland and would "use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object."¹ This phrasing suggests strong sympathy and practical commitment to the Zionist cause, even though the British had made earlier wartime promises to Arab leaders about supporting their independence if they rose against the Ottomans.²

Crucially, the letter contains a balancing clause: that "nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine."³ This was Britain’s attempt to soften the message and present itself as fair-minded. However, the phrasing itself is telling—Palestine’s Arab population, the overwhelming majority at the time (about 90% in 1917, according to Ottoman census records), is referred to merely as "non-Jewish communities," denying them political recognition as a people with national rights.⁴ In contrast, Jews, who made up less than 10% of the population, were addressed collectively as "the Jewish people," implying a legitimacy of nationhood that the indigenous population was denied.

Political Context: Britain’s Imperial Strategy

THE BALFOUR DECLARATION was not just about religious sympathy or humanitarian concerns; it was a carefully calculated imperial move. During World War I, Britain sought to secure support from Jewish communities in the United States, Russia, and Europe, hoping their influence could bolster the Allied war effort.⁵ By issuing this declaration, Britain aimed to win over global Zionist leaders and gain a strategic advantage against both the Ottomans and Germany.

At the same time, Britain had already entered into the Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) with France, secretly dividing up Ottoman territories in the Middle East,⁶ and had promised independence to Arabs through the **Hussein–McMahon correspondence (1915–1916).**⁷ The Balfour Declaration thus exposed the contradictions of British diplomacy: while assuring Arabs of independence, Britain was promising Zionists a homeland in the very same land. Archival evidence from the UK Foreign Office shows that officials were well aware of these conflicting promises, but chose to move forward anyway, prioritizing imperial interests over local rights.⁸

Consequences for Palestine

FOR PALESTINIANS, THE Balfour Declaration was a turning point that transformed their homeland from an Ottoman province into a target of colonial ambition. It gave international legitimacy to the Zionist project while ignoring the political aspirations of the indigenous Arab population. Within a few years, this declaration became the legal and political foundation for the British Mandate of Palestine (1922–1948), under which Jewish immigration was actively facilitated and Arab resistance was suppressed.⁹

The seeds of future conflict were sown in this letter. Britain had committed itself to supporting a national home for one people while relegating the majority population to a status without political recognition. Palestinian leaders quickly recognized the danger: petitions, protests, and memoranda were sent to British authorities in the 1920s warning that this declaration would result in dispossession and unrest.¹⁰ Their warnings proved tragically accurate, culminating in the 1948 Nakba, when over 700,000 Palestinians were expelled or fled their homes.

Symbolism and Legacy

THE BALFOUR DECLARATION is often described as just a letter, but its brevity masks its monumental impact. At only 67 words, it stands as one of the most consequential documents in modern Middle Eastern history. For Zionists, it represented a major diplomatic victory: the first formal recognition by a great power of their national aspirations. For Palestinians, it symbolized betrayal—proof that their land was being promised away without their consent.

Today, the declaration remains a central reference point in discussions of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Archives in London, Jerusalem, and Istanbul preserve the original texts, debates, and correspondence surrounding it, underscoring its significance as both a historical milestone and a source of enduring controversy.¹¹

The Balfour Declaration letter of 1917 was more than diplomatic rhetoric; it was a turning point that shifted Palestine’s future irreversibly. Its ambiguous wording, colonial motivations, and disregard for the rights of Palestine’s majority population marked the beginning of a century of conflict. While written in polite diplomatic style, its real meaning lay in what it unleashed: the transformation of Palestine from an Ottoman-administered province into the stage of one of the most enduring and painful conflicts of the modern era

The Ottoman period demonstrates that strong governance rooted in justice, morality, and faith preserves communities and protects the vulnerable. Gaza, once secured under the empire, later became exposed when the Muslim world weakened, morality declined, and foreign powers encroached. The lessons are clear: power without ethics, faith, and unity leads to betrayal, and Gaza’s ongoing suffering is a direct consequence of this historical decline.
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From Kâtip Çelebi's Cihânnümâ 1648 - commons.wikimedia.

PUBLISHED IN 1732, this map by Ottoman geographer Kâtip Çelebi (1609–57) shows the term ارض فلسطين (ard Filasṭīn, "Land of Palestine") extending vertically down the length of the Jordan River.

Other surrounding locations mentioned are

Şam Şerif (Syria)

Kudüs Şerif (Jerusalem)
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PALESTINE WITH THE Hauran and the adjacent districts By W. Hughes, Prof. Geogr(aph)y, Coll. for Civ. Engrs. (with) Modern plan of Jerusalem. commons.wikimedia

Gaza Sanjak – The Ottoman Administrative Hub

DURING THE OTTOMAN era, Gaza held a unique position as the center of the Gaza Sanjak, a territorial subdivision that fell under the larger Damascus Eyalet. Far from being a marginal town, Gaza was an administrative, economic, and strategic hub. Its location along trade routes linking Egypt, the Levant, and the Arabian Peninsula gave it both commercial and military significance. The Ottoman administration maintained order through appointed governors, local officials, and an organized taxation system, which allowed the city and surrounding villages to flourish under relative stability.

The Gaza Sanjak exemplifies the Ottoman approach to governance: centralized authority balanced with local autonomy, guided by justice and practical administration. Residents—Muslims, Christians, and Jews—lived under a structured system that protected their rights while contributing to the prosperity of the region. Gaza’s role as a Sanjak center illustrates that, prior to foreign intervention and the eventual collapse of Ottoman control, the city was integrated into a larger Muslim empire that prioritized order, trade, and regional cohesion.

Today, understanding Gaza’s historical position within the Ottoman administrative system helps explain both its enduring strategic importance and the sense of beGaza Sanjak: Trade, Routes, and Demographics

THE GAZA SANJAK WAS more than an administrative unit; it was a lifeline of commerce and culture within the Ottoman Empire. Situated along the ancient caravan and coastal routes connecting Egypt to the Levant, Gaza served as a transit hub for merchants, pilgrims, and military expeditions. Its markets bustled with local produce, textiles, and imported goods, reflecting the city’s integration into regional and international trade networks. Historical maps of the Ottoman Empire show Gaza as a critical node, linking coastal cities like Jaffa and Haifa to inland centers such as Jerusalem and Hebron.

Demographically, Gaza was a mosaic of communities. While Muslims formed the majority, Christians and Jews were present, contributing to the region’s cultural richness. This coexistence, like that of Al-Andalus centuries earlier, was facilitated by the Ottoman millet system, which allowed religious minorities to maintain their own courts, schools, and places of worship. Records from the period indicate that Gaza’s population enjoyed relative stability, with local governance overseeing tax collection, water management, and security.

Maps from the late Ottoman period highlight Gaza’s boundaries within the Sanjak, its administrative subdivisions, and its connections to key trade arteries. These visuals emphasize that Gaza was not an isolated outpost but a strategic and economic hub integral to the empire’s administration. Its exposure to modern colonization and conflict in the 20th century starkly contrasts with the centuries of protection and governance it enjoyed under Ottoman rule.

By examining Gaza through the lens of Ottoman records, we can see a city that thrived under justice, organization, and faith-informed administration. The eventual collapse of Ottoman authority left Gaza vulnerable to foreign intervention, marking the beginning of its long era of betrayal and siege, which continues to this day.
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1913 OTTOMAN GEOGRAPHY Textbook Showing the Sanjak of Jerusalem and Palestine. commons.wikimedia.org

Gaza in the 1913 Ottoman Geography Map

THE 1913 OTTOMAN GEOGRAPHY textbook map offers a vivid snapshot of Palestine on the eve of the empire’s collapse. Gaza, clearly marked as part of the Gaza Sanjak, appears as a key administrative and strategic hub within the Damascus Eyalet. The map highlights the network of towns, roads, and surrounding villages, emphasizing Gaza’s role as a conduit between Egypt and the Levant.

This visual evidence illustrates that, under Ottoman rule, Gaza was well-integrated into the empire’s administrative and economic system. It was neither isolated nor peripheral; its population, infrastructure, and governance reflected centuries of careful oversight. Roads and trade routes connecting Gaza to Jerusalem, Hebron, and coastal ports underscore the city’s commercial importance and strategic value, both militarily and economically.

The 1913 map also serves as a historical benchmark, showing the region before colonial interventions and the imposition of foreign mandates. It reminds us that Gaza’s vulnerability in later decades was not due to geographical insignificance but rather to the collapse of the Ottoman administration and the arrival of external powers with political ambitions.
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Population Distribution in Gaza, 1946

THE 1946 POPULATION distribution map of Palestine provides a clear and sobering view of Gaza on the eve of the 1948 Nakba. Gaza is shown as a densely inhabited area, with a majority Palestinian Arab population, alongside smaller communities of Jews and other minorities. This map highlights the demographic reality that Gaza was a vibrant, inhabited region with established towns, trade, and social structures long before the creation of Israel.

Examining this map, one sees that Gaza’s people were not merely numbers on paper—they were farmers, merchants, scholars, and families living in a historically rich and economically active area. The map also underscores the dramatic changes that would soon follow, as colonial mandates, Zionist settlement policies, and forced displacements reshaped the region’s demographics.

By situating Gaza within its 1946 population context, the map serves as a stark reminder that the modern conflict and humanitarian crisis did not arise in a vacuum. Gaza’s people were rooted in their land, with centuries of continuity, governance under the Ottomans, and cultural heritage. The upheaval that followed reveals not just the geopolitical ambitions of foreign powers, but also the failure of the wider Muslim world to protect a historically integral part of the community.

Gaza within the Ottoman Administrative Divisions

MAPS DEPICTING THE administrative divisions of the Ottoman Empire illustrate the structured governance that allowed Gaza to flourish for centuries. Gaza was part of the Gaza Sanjak, itself a subdivision of the Damascus Eyalet, reflecting the empire’s method of balancing centralized authority with local administration. These divisions were not arbitrary lines on a map—they represented jurisdictional boundaries for taxation, law enforcement, and infrastructure management, ensuring that towns like Gaza were connected to the empire’s political and economic systems.

Through this lens, Gaza appears as a strategically positioned city, linking the Egyptian frontier with the Levantine interior. Roads, trade routes, and caravan networks converged here, making it a hub for commerce and communication. The map also highlights the broader Ottoman vision: maintaining order, justice, and regional integration across a multiethnic and multireligious empire. Muslims, Christians, and Jews all participated within this administrative framework, living under laws that aimed to balance authority and local autonomy.

By examining Gaza within these divisions, we see a region carefully governed and historically connected—a stark contrast to the fragmentation and external exploitation that would follow in the 20th century. The administrative map reminds us that Gaza’s vulnerability today is not a consequence of geography or isolation, but of the collapse of these governing structures and the subsequent imposition of foreign agendas
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Chapter 2b: The Tanzimat, Western Influence, and the Decline of Faith

Introduction
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The Ottoman Empire, once a beacon of Islamic governance, began to show signs of internal erosion during the 18th and 19th centuries. While the empire remained territorially vast, its leaders increasingly shifted their loyalty from Qur’anic principles to Western ideologies, prioritizing secular governance, personal ambition, and the approval of European powers over moral and spiritual obligations. This transformation was formalized through the Tanzimat reforms, a series of administrative, legal, and military changes aimed at “modernizing” the empire along European lines. While intended to strengthen the empire, these reforms sowed the seeds of decline, weakening the moral authority of the sultans and opening the door for external interference.

The Rise of Tanzimat

BEGINNING IN 1839 WITH the Hatt-ı Şerif of Gülhane, the Tanzimat reforms promised equality before the law for all citizens, regardless of religion, and introduced Western-style legal codes, education systems, and taxation structures. Ottoman sultans and administrators believed that by imitating Europe—its armies, laws, and bureaucracies—they could revive imperial power.

Yet these reforms carried a hidden cost. In pursuing Western models, the leadership abandoned centuries of governance rooted in the Qur’an. Justice and ethics, which had once guided political decisions, were increasingly replaced with secular rationales and foreign influence. Scholars of the time criticized the reforms as a betrayal of Islamic principles, noting that the empire could never truly modernize without moral and spiritual reform.

Love of the West and Moral Decay

LATE OTTOMAN SULTANS and high officials developed a fascination with European courts, fashions, and culture. Palaces adopted Western architecture, European advisors influenced policy, and Ottoman elites sent their sons abroad for education. While some intellectual exchange was positive, the obsession with Western prestige weakened the empire’s ethical and religious core.

This admiration for the West also manifested in foreign alliances. The sultans cultivated close relationships with Germany, Britain, and France, often prioritizing European approval over the welfare of their own subjects. Such ties exposed the empire to manipulation: European powers exploited Ottoman weaknesses to secure economic privileges, strategic territories, and ultimately, control over Palestine.

Consequences for Gaza and the Muslim World

THE CONSEQUENCES OF this moral and administrative drift were profound:


●  Weakened Muslim Authority: The empire’s diminishing adherence to Qur’anic governance reduced its legitimacy as the protector of Islamic lands, leaving regions like Gaza vulnerable.

●  Exposure to Colonial Designs: With Ottoman oversight compromised, Britain and France moved swiftly during and after World War I to implement mandates and establish Zionist settlements in Palestine.

●  Spiritual Decline: The empire’s shift toward secularism influenced the broader Muslim world, creating divisions, eroding traditional values, and weakening the cohesion necessary to defend Gaza and other Islamic territories.


Historical records, letters, and administrative documents from the Tanzimat period reveal a leadership caught between imitation of Europe and neglect of divine guidance. By prioritizing Western legal codes, secular education, and foreign alliances over Qur’anic principles, the Ottoman rulers inadvertently paved the way for the empire’s collapse and the subsequent occupation of Palestinian lands.

Reflection: Lessons from Decline

THE TANZIMAT ERA DEMONSTRATES a universal principle: faith and justice are inseparable from governance. When leaders forsake divine guidance for secular ambition, the protection of vulnerable populations—like the Palestinians in Gaza—becomes impossible. The moral abandonment of the late Ottoman sultans is mirrored in today’s geopolitical betrayals: leaders may pursue alliances and material gain, but if ethics are sacrificed, the people and lands they govern pay the ultimate price.

Gaza’s eventual exposure to colonial mandates and Zionist colonization was not accidental—it was the predictable outcome of decades of moral and spiritual decline, beginning with the abandonment of the Qur’an and the embrace of secular, Westernized ideals.

Here's a curated selection of visual documents and maps that illustrate the Tanzimat reforms, the Ottoman administrative structure, and the empire's territorial extent in 1913.

Ottoman Reform Decree (1856)

THE IMPERIAL REFORM Edict of 1856, also known as the Hatt-ı Hümayun, was a pivotal document in the Tanzimat reforms. It promised equality in education, government appointments, and administration of justice to all, regardless of creed. The edict aimed to modernize the empire's institutions but also marked a shift towards secular governance.

The Ottoman Reform Decree of 1856, known as the Hatt-ı Hümayun, was one of the most significant proclamations of the late Ottoman period. Issued during the reign of Sultan Abdülmecid I, it came in the aftermath of the Crimean War and under the heavy pressure of European powers, particularly Britain and France. The decree expanded upon the earlier Tanzimat reforms of 1839, but went further in its promises of equality and modernization.

The Hatt-ı Hümayun declared that all subjects of the empire—Muslims, Christians, and Jews—were to enjoy equal rights before the law, regardless of religion. It guaranteed equality in matters of taxation, military service, education, and access to government offices. The decree also promised reforms in the judicial system, administration, and the protection of property rights.

While it was presented as a step toward justice and fairness, the decree marked a profound shift in the foundations of governance. For centuries, the Ottoman state had operated on an Islamic legal and social framework, where Muslims and non-Muslims had defined rights and responsibilities under the Sharia-based millet system. The Reform Decree disrupted this balance by imposing a new, secular understanding of citizenship modeled on European liberal principles.

For many Muslims within the empire, this was seen as a departure from Qur’anic guidance and a sign of growing dependence on Europe. By granting equal political rights to non-Muslims, the decree effectively weakened the Islamic character of the state and eroded the traditional authority of the Sharia courts. At the same time, it strengthened the influence of European consuls and missionaries, who used the reforms to extend their protection over Christian communities.

In practice, the Hatt-ı Hümayun was only partially implemented, but its symbolism was powerful. It illustrated how deeply the Ottoman leadership had come to rely on Western models and foreign approval in order to maintain the empire. Instead of solving the empire’s internal weaknesses, the decree contributed to new tensions: Muslims felt betrayed, while non-Muslim groups often viewed the reforms as insufficient.

The 1856 Reform Decree therefore stands as a turning point—a moment when the Ottoman Empire, under immense external pressure, began to set aside Islamic principles in favor of Western-style secularism. It represents both the empire’s desire to modernize and its gradual abandonment of the very foundations that had once made it strong.
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Sultan Abdulmecid's handwritten note on the notice that certain mosques need upgrading, "I have been informed. Those structures mentioned in this summary to be rebuilt expeditiously for Juma and Eid prayer.commons.wikimedia.org
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Territorial Changes of the Ottoman Empire

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE, at its height in the 16th and 17th centuries, stretched across three continents, uniting vast territories of the Middle East, North Africa, Eastern Europe, and Anatolia under a single imperial banner. Yet the empire’s boundaries were never static; they reflected the balance of power between the Islamic world and its European rivals, as well as the empire’s internal strength or decline.

The first major contractions began in Europe. By the late 17th century, following the failed Siege of Vienna (1683), the Ottomans lost large swaths of Central Europe to the Habsburgs and their allies. The Treaty of Karlowitz (1699) marked the first great retreat, ceding Hungary, Transylvania, and parts of the Balkans. Over the following century, the empire continued to lose territory in Southeastern Europe, as nationalist uprisings—encouraged and supported by European powers—began to unravel Ottoman authority.

In the 19th century, the empire’s territorial erosion accelerated under the pressure of both nationalism and European colonial expansion. Greece achieved independence in 1830, while Serbia, Romania, and Bulgaria gradually broke away with the support of Russia and the West. The empire’s Balkan heartland, once a symbol of Ottoman dominance in Europe, became a patchwork of independent or semi-independent states.

At the same time, the Ottomans lost their grip over North Africa. Algeria was invaded by France in 1830, Tunisia followed in 1881, and Egypt, while nominally under Ottoman suzerainty, fell under British domination in 1882. Libya was seized by Italy in 1911, leaving the Ottomans with only their Anatolian core and parts of the Arab provinces.

Perhaps the most consequential losses were in the Middle East. During World War I, the empire was dismantled piece by piece. The Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) between Britain and France secretly planned the division of Ottoman lands even before the war ended. After the Ottoman defeat, the Treaty of Sèvres (1920) formally partitioned its Arab provinces. Syria and Lebanon went to France; Palestine, Iraq, and Transjordan to Britain. The land of Palestine, where Muslims, Christians, and Jews had coexisted for centuries under Ottoman rule, was placed under British mandate—a move that directly paved the way for the establishment of Israel in 1948.

These territorial losses were not merely military defeats; they represented the consequence of ideological decline. As Ottoman leaders turned away from Qur’anic guidance and sought to emulate Western powers, their empire grew weaker and increasingly dependent on Europe. The territorial dismemberment of the empire was both a political and spiritual collapse. What had once been a unified realm of diverse peoples under an Islamic banner became a fragmented map, divided according to the interests of colonial powers rather than the will of its inhabitants.

Thus, the territorial changes of the Ottoman Empire tell more than the story of borders gained or lost. They reveal the fate of a civilization that, when it strayed from its foundations, became vulnerable to manipulation, partition, and eventual dissolution. And at the heart of this dismemberment lies Palestine, a land that became the testing ground for European ambitions and the enduring symbol of Muslim disunity.

Ottoman Calligraphy and Official Documents

ONE OF THE MOST STRIKING features of Ottoman civilization was its use of calligraphy and official documentation as both an art form and a tool of authority. Unlike the bureaucracies of Europe that relied heavily on printed forms, the Ottomans infused their administrative and legal documents with the sacred aesthetics of Islamic script.

The Tughra: The Sultan’s Signature of Power
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TUGRA DRAWN ON A BERAT dating from the reign of Suleyman II. Written in gold ink, it reads: Sah Suleyman bin Ibrahim Han el-muzzafer daima (Shah Suleyman, son of Ibrahim Han, the ever victorious). commons.wikimedia.org

At the heart of Ottoman documentation was the tughra—the imperial calligraphic seal of each Sultan. This unique, elaborate emblem, drawn in flowing Arabic script, appeared at the top of decrees, land grants, tax records, and military orders. More than a mere signature, the tughra represented the Sultan’s personal authority as Caliph and ruler of the empire. It was both a legal validation and a symbol of imperial grandeur. Each Sultan’s tughra was distinct, carefully designed by court calligraphers, and became instantly recognizable to officials and subjects alike.

Official Edicts and Firmans

THE OTTOMAN STATE OPERATED through firmans—royal decrees issued in the name of the Sultan. Written in elegant divani script, these edicts carried binding authority across the empire, from the palaces of Istanbul to the marketplaces of Jerusalem, Damascus, and Cairo. Firmans regulated everything: taxation, land ownership, religious tolerance, appointments of governors, and military campaigns. For the people of Gaza and Palestine, these documents were the guarantee of legal continuity, protection, and coexistence under Ottoman law.

Calligraphy as Sacred Aesthetics in Governance

IN THE ISLAMIC TRADITION, writing is not only a means of communication but also an expression of the divine word. The Ottomans elevated this tradition by making calligraphy central to their bureaucracy. Scripts such as divani and siyakat were developed specifically for state use—complex and difficult to forge, ensuring the security of official records. This merging of sacred artistry and administrative necessity reflected the Ottoman view that governance was not merely political but also moral and spiritual.

Documents Preserving Identity

TODAY, OTTOMAN ARCHIVES preserve an immense collection of cadastral surveys, tax registers, and court records written in refined calligraphy. Many of these include Palestinian towns and villages, listing land ownership, population distribution, and trade networks before colonial disruption. These documents serve as undeniable historical evidence that Palestinians lived, farmed, and governed their lands under Ottoman administration. In the face of modern denialism, such archival records are living witnesses to a history that cannot be erased.

Legacy of Ottoman Documentation

THE OTTOMANS’ USE OF calligraphy in statecraft was not an empty aesthetic choice; it was a statement of identity and permanence. Each document bore not only the authority of law but also the cultural soul of an empire that saw governance as intertwined with faith. This legacy remains etched in the surviving firmans and tughras, connecting us to a time when Palestine and the wider Muslim world were governed under a unifying Islamic framework.

[image: IMG_256]

[image: Signed_Mustafa_Rakım_-_Levha_(calligraphic_inscription)_-_Google_Art_Project]

Signed_Mustafa_Rakım_-_Levha_(calligraphic_inscription) (1800s) - commons.wikimedia.org

“Signed Mustafa Rakım – Levha (calligraphic inscription)” — is a well-known Ottoman calligraphic work. Mustafa Râkım (1757–1826) was one of the greatest Ottoman calligraphers, and a key reformer of the tughra (imperial monogram) style.

That specific work (which appears on Wikimedia under that filename) is a levha (panel inscription) in Arabic script. It contains the phrase:

بسم الله الرحمن الرحيم
Bismillāh al-Raḥmān al-Raḥīm
Translation: “In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.”

This is the opening formula of the Qur’an, known as the Basmalah. It was (and still is) one of the most frequently inscribed phrases in Islamic calligraphy, often adorning mosques, manuscripts, and state documents.

Mustafa Râkım signed this levha as the calligrapher, which was unusual, since not every calligrapher signed their work in such formal pieces.
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Chapter 3: The Collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the Rise of Zionism

[image: ]


Origins of the Phrase

By the mid-19th century, European diplomats began referring to the Ottoman Empire as the “Sick Man of Europe.” The empire had once been the most formidable power in the Mediterranean, conquering Constantinople in 1453, defending Islam in Europe, and ruling over vast lands in the Middle East, North Africa, and the Balkans. Yet, by the 1800s, it was clear that the Ottomans had lost their former strength.

The phrase reflected both political weakness and moral decline. The empire was no longer feared as the protector of Islam but was instead seen as a decaying body it.
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A Consultation about the State of Turkey” (1853)

THE MID-NINETEENTH century was a turbulent moment in Ottoman history. The empire, once the supreme political power of the Muslim world, had by this point become the subject of pity, negotiation, and outright manipulation by Europe’s imperial powers. One of the most famous depictions of this decline comes from a British political cartoon published in 1853, titled “A Consultation about the State of Turkey.” In this image, the Ottoman Sultan Abdülmecid I is shown in a weakened, bedridden state. Surrounding his bed stand British and French political figures, dressed as doctors or statesmen, while the ominous shadow of Russia looms overhead. The symbolism is stark: the Ottoman Empire had become the “sick man of Europe,” dependent on the so-called medical expertise of European powers, who were less concerned with healing the empire than with dividing its inheritance.

The cartoon emerged in the months leading up to the Crimean War (1853–1856). The Ottoman Empire, weakened by corruption, territorial losses, and the inability to modernize at the pace of Europe, had become increasingly vulnerable to external pressure. Russia, under Tsar Nicholas I, openly declared its intention to expand influence over Ottoman territories, particularly in the Balkans and the holy sites of Jerusalem. Britain and France, however, feared that unchecked Russian expansion would upset the European balance of power. Thus, they postured as protectors of the Ottoman state. The cartoon captures this duplicitous role: Britain and France appear as doctors, pretending to care for their patient, but their true concern is not the Sultan’s recovery — it is preserving their own imperial interests.

Sultan Abdülmecid I, who is portrayed in the image as pale, frail, and powerless, had attempted reforms through the Tanzimat edicts (1839–1876), which promised new laws, modern bureaucracy, and equality for subjects. Yet these reforms, while progressive on paper, failed to restore the empire’s independence. They often deepened foreign interference, as European ambassadors demanded special privileges for Christian minorities and insisted on economic concessions. The cartoon therefore reflects not only the military decline of the Ottomans but also the political reality: Europe saw itself as the guardian and judge of Ottoman survival.

The specter of Russia hovering above the Sultan’s bed is perhaps the most striking feature of the image. It symbolizes the constant pressure from the north, reminding viewers that the empire’s future was not in its own hands. Russia’s looming figure casts doubt on whether Britain and France were truly protectors or merely opportunists delaying the inevitable. This dynamic would play out in the Crimean War itself, where Britain and France temporarily defended the Ottomans against Russian aggression, not out of loyalty to Istanbul, but out of fear of Russian dominance.

The cartoon also reveals the shift in Ottoman dignity and image. Once a feared power that had marched to the gates of Vienna, the Sultan is here reduced to a patient in need of foreign caretakers. This was a humiliation for an empire that had once commanded vast lands and inspired both fear and respect in Europe. The imagery of doctors consulting over a dying patient resonated deeply, reinforcing the narrative of Ottoman weakness. Indeed, from this point onward, the term “the sick man of Europe” became a common shorthand for the empire’s condition, repeated by statesmen, journalists, and historians alike.

Yet, the Sultan’s weakened state in the cartoon also highlights a paradox. While depicted as passive, the Ottoman state was not entirely powerless. The Tanzimat reforms, Ottoman diplomacy, and the ability to play European powers against one another allowed the empire to survive for decades beyond what many had predicted. Still, the cartoon captured the essence of the new political reality: survival depended less on Ottoman strength and more on European rivalry.

Ultimately, “A Consultation about the State of Turkey” is more than a satirical piece of art. It is a window into how Europe perceived — and shaped — the Ottoman Empire’s fate. The bedridden Sultan Abdülmecid I embodies not only personal weakness but also the structural fragility of an empire that had lost control of its destiny. The foreign doctors symbolize the hypocrisy of imperial powers who claimed to heal while secretly preparing to carve up the patient. And the looming Russian shadow represents the relentless external pressure that haunted Ottoman rule until its final collapse.

By examining this single image, we can better understand the 19th-century dynamics of Ottoman decline. The empire was no longer a sovereign actor in the eyes of Europe, but a subject of consultation, negotiation, and manipulation. The cartoon thus foreshadowed the future: an empire surviving in name but increasingly dependent on those who gathered around its bed, waiting for the moment of death.

The image shows British and French figures gathered around Sultan Abdülmecid I in a bedridden state, with the specter of Russia looming overhead.
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Abandoning the Qur’an as a Guide

AT ITS HEIGHT, THE Ottoman Empire stood as a global symbol of justice, law, and moral order grounded in Islam. The empire’s legitimacy did not rest solely on its armies or its wealth but on its claim to embody Qur’anic guidance in governance. Sultans were more than monarchs; they were custodians of the Sharī‘ah, accountable before God for their stewardship of a vast and diverse population. The rule of Sultan Suleiman, remembered as Kanuni or “the Lawgiver,” represented this balance. His authority was respected not only because he commanded powerful armies but because he was perceived as upholding divine law. Under his reign, Islamic justice was not a mere slogan but a lived reality that bound ruler and subject alike.

Yet by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, this foundation began to erode. The empire faced crises—military defeats, administrative inefficiency, economic dependency on Europe—that left its elites searching for solutions. Instead of turning back to the Qur’an and renewing their commitment to Islamic governance, many looked outward. They idolized Europe as the model of “progress” and “civilization.” For them, the path to survival lay not in spiritual renewal but in imitation of foreign systems. This choice marked a turning point in Ottoman history, for it was a conscious departure from the empire’s earlier reliance on divine guidance.

The Tanzimat reforms (1839–1876) illustrate this transformation most clearly. These reforms introduced sweeping legal, military, and educational changes inspired by European models. While promoted as a revival of the empire, they revealed a deeper crisis: the abandonment of the Qur’an as the central compass of state. The Sharī‘ah courts, once the heartbeat of Ottoman justice, were gradually overshadowed by secular tribunals modeled on French legal codes. New commercial laws, borrowing heavily from Western jurisprudence, displaced centuries of Islamic economic principles rooted in fairness, prohibition of exploitation, and protection of the weak. Even in education, Qur’anic learning—once central to Ottoman intellectual life—was relegated to the margins, while secular schools flourished under European-style curricula.

This shift was not simply administrative; it was spiritual. For centuries, the Ottoman rulers had understood that legitimacy came from God’s law, not from European approval. By the nineteenth century, however, legitimacy was increasingly measured by the opinions of foreign ambassadors, the recognition of European monarchs, and the “respectability” granted by adopting Western norms. The Qur’an, once the empire’s compass, was now sidelined. This alienated many ordinary Muslims, who saw their traditions and values diminished in favor of imported philosophies that neither resonated with their faith nor addressed their social needs.

The alienation was profound. Farmers, craftsmen, and townsfolk who had long found dignity in an Islamic order now felt excluded. Their customs, once affirmed by the Sharī‘ah, were portrayed as backward by reformist elites. Religious scholars, who had provided moral guidance and held rulers accountable, were pushed aside as irrelevant in the age of “progress.” The Tanzimat bureaucrats, educated in Europe and fluent in French, no longer spoke the language of their people. They spoke the language of Paris and London. This created a gulf between rulers and ruled—a gulf not only of class but of faith.

Meanwhile, the elites themselves became dependent on European approval. Every new reform, every new constitution, every legal innovation was presented less as obedience to God and more as a gesture to Europe: “Look, we too are civilized, we too can be modern.” The empire, once proud in its Islamic identity, was reduced to seeking validation from those who had long plotted its demise. This was not mere political weakness; it was a loss of spiritual confidence. An empire that had once declared, “Victory belongs to God alone,” now whispered, “Our survival depends on Europe’s acceptance.”

The consequences of this shift were devastating. Spiritually, the Ottomans weakened their own foundations. A society grounded in Qur’anic justice could weather material loss, but a society that abandoned its moral compass was destined to fragment. Politically, the reforms emboldened Europe to interfere more deeply, since the empire had implicitly admitted that it could no longer govern itself without borrowing from foreign systems. Economically, dependence on Western banks and markets grew, further entangling the empire in a web of debt and dependency. Culturally, the pride of Muslims in their own civilization diminished, replaced by an inferiority complex that looked to Paris for approval rather than Mecca for guidance.

It is important to recognize that the Qur’an was never merely a “religious book” in Ottoman governance—it was the living source of law, ethics, and social order. To abandon it was to abandon the very spirit of the empire. Where earlier sultans derived their legitimacy by presenting themselves as guardians of divine justice, later rulers sought legitimacy by showcasing their willingness to conform to European standards. Where once the Sharī‘ah courts had delivered justice in the name of God, secular courts now delivered verdicts in the name of the state, borrowing language and laws alien to the people they judged.

This spiritual drift cannot be dismissed as a side effect of modernization. It was the root of decline. A Muslim empire could survive battlefield defeats, economic hardships, even territorial losses—so long as it held firm to the Qur’an as its guide. But once that guidance was abandoned, the empire became hollow. Its body remained, but its soul was compromised. The Tanzimat, far from being the salvation of the state, deepened its dependence on Europe and weakened its inner strength.

By the end of the nineteenth century, this abandonment of the Qur’an had left the Ottomans vulnerable to both internal dissent and external domination. Reformist elites were trapped between two worlds: too estranged from their Islamic heritage to inspire their own people, yet never fully accepted as equals by Europe. Ordinary Muslims, meanwhile, grew increasingly disillusioned, sensing that the empire no longer represented them or their faith. The once-proud caliphate had become a patient in the European hospital, subjected to endless “consultations” about its survival.

The lesson of this period is sobering but clear. Power without principle is fragile. Military strength without moral compass is temporary. An empire that abandons divine guidance for the sake of foreign approval does not gain security; it loses its very foundation. The Ottomans, once strong because they lived by the Qur’an, declined because they abandoned it. And in that decline, the Muslim world learned a painful truth: when God’s guidance is set aside, no amount of borrowed laws or foreign admiration can save a civilization.

Life of Muslims in the Ottoman Empire (Everyday People)

THE STORY OF THE OTTOMAN Empire is often told through its rulers, sultans, generals, and statesmen. Yet the empire’s strength, resilience, and identity rested not only on the palaces of Istanbul but on the ordinary Muslims who lived out their faith in villages, towns, and cities across its vast lands. Farmers, artisans, shopkeepers, soldiers, and scholars formed the backbone of Ottoman society. Their lives were deeply intertwined with Islamic principles, shaping both the rhythms of daily existence and the character of the empire itself.

Religious Adherence: A Faith-Centered Life

FOR THE OVERWHELMING majority of the population, life revolved around Islam. Villages and city quarters were built around the mosque, which was not only a place of prayer but also a gathering center, a school, and a community court. The imam served as a spiritual leader, mediator of disputes, and teacher to children who learned to read the Qur’an in local mekteps (Qur’anic schools).

Religious practice defined the calendar of the Ottoman Muslim. Daily prayers structured the hours of work and rest. Ramadan was a period of community solidarity, fasting, nightly prayers, and charitable giving. The two annual Eids brought together neighbors and extended families in celebration, reinforcing bonds of unity. The Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca — while limited to those who could afford it — was still a deeply admired act, and those who returned were respected as “Hajis,” carrying a status of piety and honor in their communities.

Law was also rooted in Islam. Sharia courts handled inheritance, marriage contracts, business disputes, and criminal cases. This provided a sense of stability and fairness to ordinary Muslims, who knew that their grievances would be resolved within a system rooted in divine law rather than arbitrary rules. Alongside this, zakat (obligatory charity) and waqf (charitable endowments) ensured that hospitals, schools, soup kitchens, and fountains served the public without cost. In this way, the faith of the ordinary Muslim was not confined to private life; it was the framework that sustained social justice and communal welfare.

Cultural Stability: Continuity Amid Change

DESPITE THE POLITICAL turbulence of the empire’s later centuries, cultural life among Muslims remained remarkably stable. Markets operated according to Islamic principles of fairness, with guilds (known as esnaf) ensuring that tradesmen upheld quality and honesty. Women in rural areas dressed modestly, often in traditional garb passed down through generations, while men wore the attire suited to their work — simple garments for farmers, uniforms for soldiers, or robes for scholars.

Festivals and religious holidays provided rhythm to communal life. Ramadan nights brought gatherings in mosques and coffeehouses; Eid was celebrated with sacrifices, visits to family graves, and the distribution of meat to the poor. Poetry, Qur’anic recitation, and Sufi gatherings offered spiritual and cultural enrichment. Even as European fashions and secular ideas seeped into the empire’s cities, the cultural heart of most Ottoman Muslims remained rooted in Qur’an-inspired simplicity.

Rural areas especially retained their traditions. Farmers continued to work the land much as their ancestors had, with the cycle of planting and harvest accompanied by prayer and trust in divine provision. In towns, artisans passed their craft down to sons and apprentices, ensuring continuity of skills. This cultural stability created resilience; while the elites experimented with reforms and new laws, the people’s daily lives remained tied to Islam and tradition.

The Growing Gap: Elites and the People

BY THE 18TH AND 19TH centuries, however, cracks began to appear between rulers and ruled. The empire’s elites — especially in Istanbul — increasingly idolized Europe. Sultans and ministers began to wear European uniforms, replace Islamic laws with secular “codes,” and send their sons to study in Paris and London. Some even abandoned Islamic practices entirely, indulging in alcohol, luxury, and behavior far removed from the faith of their subjects.

This alienated ordinary Muslims. Farmers in Anatolia, traders in Damascus, or villagers in Gaza could not understand why their rulers sought legitimacy from Europe rather than Allah. They saw a widening gap between their own devotion and the new “modernizing” projects of the elite. The Tanzimat reforms (1839–1876), while designed to strengthen the empire, were seen by many as a betrayal of Islamic tradition, replacing divine guidance with imported French and British models.

For everyday Muslims, this growing divide was not only political but deeply spiritual. They felt increasingly abandoned by leaders who once carried the title of Caliph, protector of Islam. Instead of solidarity between ruler and subject, there emerged suspicion, frustration, and eventually resentment. This fracture weakened the empire from within, even before European armies and colonial powers dismantled it from without.

The Strength and the Weakness

THE LIFE OF MUSLIMS in the Ottoman Empire illustrates a paradox. On one hand, the ordinary people’s faith, simplicity, and cultural stability provided a strong backbone for the empire. Their devotion to Qur’an, law, and tradition ensured that daily life retained an Islamic character, even in times of upheaval. On the other hand, the widening gap between rulers and ruled in the 18th and 19th centuries eroded the trust and unity that once made the empire strong.

Ultimately, the empire collapsed not because its people abandoned Islam, but because its leaders did. While farmers, artisans, and soldiers continued to live Qur’an-oriented lives, their sultans increasingly sought approval in European courts rather than divine accountability. This disconnect set the stage for decline, proving that the strength of a Muslim empire rests not merely on armies and palaces, but on the shared faith and justice that bind ruler and people together.

The Ottoman Rulers and Western Inclinations

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE, once a formidable Islamic power, experienced a significant decline in the 19th and early 20th centuries. This decline was influenced by various factors, including internal reforms and external pressures. A critical aspect of this decline was the Westernization efforts initiated by the late Ottoman rulers, notably Sultan Abdulhamid II. These efforts, while aimed at modernization, often conflicted with traditional Islamic values and led to a shift in the empire's identity.

Sultan Abdulhamid II and Westernization

SULTAN ABDULHAMID II (reigned 1876–1909) ascended to the throne during a period of significant challenges for the Ottoman Empire. Faced with internal dissent and external threats, Abdulhamid implemented a series of reforms aimed at strengthening the empire. However, many of these reforms were heavily influenced by Western models.

Western-Inspired Educational Reforms

ONE OF THE MOST NOTABLE aspects of Abdulhamid's Westernization efforts was his focus on education. He established numerous schools that adopted European curricula and teaching methods. These institutions were designed to produce a new generation of civil servants and military officers who were well-versed in Western sciences and technologies. However, this emphasis on Western education led to a decline in traditional Islamic scholarship and values.

Here are examples of European-centric schools and reforms he introduced:

Rüşdiye and İdadi Schools (Secondary Education)


●  He expanded the network of rüşdiye (middle schools) and idadi (high schools) across the empire.

●  These schools were modeled on European curricula, teaching not only Islamic subjects but also mathematics, geography, physics, chemistry, foreign languages (especially French), and modern history.


BY 1900, NEARLY EVERY provincial capital had an idadi, and many smaller towns had rüşdiye schools, resembling French-style lycées.

Mekteb-i Sultani (Galatasaray School)


●  Originally founded earlier (in 1868 under Sultan Abdülaziz), this elite institution in Istanbul was strengthened and expanded under Abdülhamid II.

●  It followed a French curriculum, taught in French, and trained many of the empire’s future bureaucrats, diplomats, and intellectuals.


Mekteb-i Mülkiye (School of Civil Administration)


●  Aimed at producing modern civil servants.

●  Inspired by European Écoles d’Administration, it trained students in law, political science, economics, and diplomacy.


Darülfünun (Istanbul University)


●  Abdülhamid re-established and supported the Darülfünun (modern university), modeled on European universities.

●  Faculties included Law, Medicine, Literature, and Sciences, with strong European influence in the sciences and medicine.


Professional and Military Schools


●  Mekteb-i Harbiye (War Academy) and Mekteb-i Tıbbiye (Medical School) were modernized under European guidance.

●  He established schools for teachers, engineers, and agriculture, reflecting European industrial and technical needs.


From Enlightenment to Ritual: The Medrese Dilemma and the Decline of Muslim Civilization”

THE MEDRESE SYSTEM, long celebrated as a jewel of Islamic education, once stood as a paradigm of intellectual and spiritual cultivation. In Al-Andalus, the heart of Muslim Spain, and later in the early Ottoman Empire, medreses were not mere schools of rote memorization. They were carefully structured environments in which young minds were nurtured according to their natural talents, moral dispositions, and intellectual capacities. From the moment a child entered the medrese, he was paired with a teacher who would guide him through years of study, closely observing his strengths and inclinations. This intimate mentorship allowed the education to be tailored, producing individuals whose knowledge was not only broad but harmonized with character and purpose. Students studied not only the Quran and Hadith but also logic, philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, medicine, and jurisprudence, all framed by the ethical and spiritual insights of Islam. Knowledge was integrated, not fragmented; learning was a living process that shaped both mind and soul.

In this early period, medreses were engines of social cohesion and intellectual dynamism. Graduates were equipped to take on diverse roles—judges, physicians, scholars, diplomats, and advisors—bridging theory and practice with skill and moral clarity. In Al-Andalus, the medrese tradition contributed to a cultural and scientific flowering that rivaled the most advanced European centers. Figures like Ibn Rushd (Averroes), whose writings on philosophy and law bridged reason and faith, exemplify the caliber of minds produced under this system. The Ottoman Empire inherited and extended this intellectual legacy, establishing medreses that produced scholars capable of both interpreting Islamic law and advising on governance, architecture, military strategy, and diplomacy. The medrese was, in this era, a transformative institution, shaping citizens who could think critically, act ethically, and contribute meaningfully to society.

Yet, as the Ottoman Empire reached its later centuries, a troubling shift emerged. The medrese system, once the engine of intellectual vitality, became increasingly rigid and narrow in its scope. Curricula were truncated to focus almost exclusively on Arabic grammar, Quranic recitation, and the memorization of religious texts. The rich diversity of sciences, philosophy, and rational inquiry that had once been integral to the medrese experience was largely abandoned. These institutions became centers for producing hafiz, individuals trained primarily to recite the Quran verbatim, with little emphasis on understanding its broader ethical or scientific implications. Education, which had once molded thinking, judgment, and practical wisdom, was reduced to formalism and ritual. The very system that had empowered the Ottoman state with capable administrators, thinkers, and innovators now risked producing functionaries whose knowledge was confined to repetition rather than reasoning.

The consequences of this educational decline were immediate and profound. The empire, facing increasing pressure from European powers, found itself lagging behind in scientific, technological, and administrative innovation. While European nations advanced rapidly in navigation, military organization, medicine, and industrial science, Ottoman scholars were often ill-equipped to engage with or adapt these developments. The medrese, instead of producing critical thinkers who could navigate the complexities of the modern world, produced specialists in memorization whose skills were ill-suited to the practical challenges of governance and international relations. Administrative inefficiency, military setbacks, and social stagnation were, in part, the result of this educational narrowing. The intellectual foundations that had once allowed the empire to thrive now contributed to its vulnerability.

The decline of the Ottoman medrese system also had global repercussions for the Muslim world. For centuries, the Ottoman Empire had been a center of Islamic scholarship, culture, and intellectual leadership. Its universities and medreses influenced education across North Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia. When these institutions stagnated, the ripple effects were felt far beyond Istanbul. Regions that had once looked to the Ottoman Empire for intellectual and spiritual guidance found themselves without innovative thinkers to navigate the challenges of colonial intrusion, economic transformation, and cultural confrontation. The narrowing of medrese curricula, focusing narrowly on ritual recitation rather than critical understanding and scientific inquiry, left the Muslim world ill-prepared to meet the intellectual and technological demands of an increasingly interconnected globe.

Historical anecdotes reveal the depth of this shift. Sultan Abdulhamid II, often criticized for his embrace of Western political models and educational frameworks, opened schools patterned after German and French institutions, yet within the medreses themselves, the traditional curriculum continued to contract. By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, an Ottoman student entering a medrese might spend years memorizing texts without ever being exposed to mathematics, natural sciences, or rational philosophy. Compare this to earlier medreses where a student might study Euclid’s Elements alongside jurisprudence or engage in philosophical debate on ethics and governance—the contrast is stark. The intellectual breadth that once equipped Muslim societies to produce polymaths, jurists, and leaders capable of confronting new challenges had been replaced by narrow ritual training.

This educational contraction had far-reaching consequences beyond the Ottoman Empire’s borders. As Europe industrialized and expanded its influence globally, Muslim societies lagged behind, not merely in material technology but in the cultivation of knowledge that could drive societal adaptation. The medrese, once a vessel of empowerment, had become a barrier to it. A system designed to harmonize moral, intellectual, and practical education was reduced to rote repetition. The capacity for innovation, for ethical leadership informed by reason, and for critical engagement with new ideas was greatly diminished. In essence, the intellectual decline mirrored the political and social decline, contributing to a failure of Muslims globally to assert themselves in shaping the modern world.

The dilemma of the medrese system, therefore, is both historical and instructive. It illustrates how educational institutions, if narrowed and ritualized, can sap the intellectual and adaptive strength of an entire civilization. Yet it also reminds us of what might have been. The medreses of Al-Andalus and early Ottoman Turkey demonstrate the profound potential of an education that integrates ethical, spiritual, and scientific knowledge. They show how societies can flourish when education nurtures the whole person—mind, character, and vocation—rather than producing specialists confined to repetition. The decline of the Ottoman medrese system is a cautionary tale, illustrating that the endurance of a civilization depends as much on the vitality of its intellectual institutions as on its military or economic power.

Today, reflecting on the rise and fall of the medrese system provides critical insight into the broader decline of Muslim societies in the modern era. It underscores the necessity of education that balances tradition with inquiry, ritual with reason, and spiritual cultivation with worldly knowledge. The lessons are urgent: societies that fail to adapt their educational frameworks risk stagnation, while those that cultivate curiosity, ethical reasoning, and comprehensive knowledge position themselves to thrive amid the challenges of an ever-changing world. The medrese, in its fullest expression, remains a model not merely of historical interest but of enduring relevance—a reminder that the strength of any civilization lies in its capacity to educate its people fully, critically, and ethically.

“Medrese Education: A Historical Timeline of Transformation”

EARLY AND CLASSICAL Period (14th–16th Century): Foundations of Intellectual Flourishing

During the formative centuries of the Ottoman Empire, medreses served as comprehensive centers of learning. Students were guided individually by teachers, often following the same mentor for years, allowing the cultivation of both intellect and character. The curriculum was diverse: alongside Quranic studies, students were introduced to logic, philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, medicine, and jurisprudence.

One notable example is the Sahn-ı Seman Medrese complex, established by Sultan Mehmed II in Istanbul after the conquest of Constantinople. This institution comprised multiple medreses where students studied theology in harmony with philosophy, astronomy, and natural sciences. Graduates often became judges, scholars, and state administrators, exemplifying the medrese’s role as a breeding ground for leadership. Another example is the medreses in Al-Andalus, where scholars like Ibn Rushd engaged in advanced philosophical discourse, bridging reason and faith. These institutions not only equipped students with spiritual and ethical understanding but also with practical knowledge that allowed Muslim societies to thrive culturally, scientifically, and politically.

Mid-Ottoman Period (16th–18th Century): Gradual Narrowing of Scope

By the 16th century, certain medreses began to show signs of narrowing focus. While still producing capable scholars, there was a gradual shift toward emphasizing jurisprudence and Arabic grammar over sciences like mathematics or natural philosophy. The medreses continued to educate students for administrative and religious roles, but the intellectual breadth of their early predecessors was slowly diminishing. This period represents a transitional phase: the medrese system remained functional and respected, but cracks were appearing in its ability to foster innovation and critical engagement with the wider world.

Late Ottoman Period (19th–Early 20th Century): Ritualization and Stagnation

The transformation became stark under late Ottoman rule, particularly in the 19th century. Medreses increasingly focused on Quranic recitation, memorization, and ritual observance. Students were trained to become hafiz, experts in memorizing the Quran, while courses in philosophy, natural sciences, and rational inquiry were largely abandoned. Even prestigious medreses such as the Fatih Medrese in Istanbul had shifted from their broader intellectual missions to primarily producing religious specialists.

During this era, Sultan Abdulhamid II attempted to modernize education through the establishment of European-modeled schools, often inspired by German or French curricula. However, these reforms largely bypassed the medrese system itself, leaving it inward-looking and resistant to change. Consequently, while a small elite gained exposure to Western sciences and administration, the majority of medrese students remained confined to rote memorization, disconnected from practical and scientific developments unfolding in Europe.

Consequences and Reflection
This timeline illustrates the profound impact of educational transformation on the Ottoman Empire and the broader Muslim world. Early medreses produced scholars capable of engaging with both spiritual and worldly knowledge, creating leaders who could navigate complex social, scientific, and political realities. By contrast, the late medrese system’s narrowing focus contributed to intellectual stagnation, weakening the empire’s capacity to innovate, adapt, and compete on a global scale. The ripple effects were felt throughout the Muslim world, leaving societies less prepared to respond to European imperial expansion and the challenges of modernity.
Ultimately, the timeline of medrese education is more than a historical record; it is a narrative of potential lost and a cautionary lesson for contemporary Muslim societies. It demonstrates the critical importance of maintaining educational institutions that balance tradition with inquiry, ritual with reasoning, and spiritual cultivation with worldly knowledge—a balance that had once been the hallmark of Islamic civilization’s enduring strength.

Caught Between Tradition and Modernity: The Ottoman Educational Dilemma”

THE LATE OTTOMAN PERIOD presents one of the most striking examples of the consequences of an unbalanced education system. By the 19th century, Ottoman education was polarized between two extremes: the centuries-old medrese system, inward-looking and ritual-focused, and the newly established Western-modeled schools, secular and alien in outlook. Both systems, despite their apparent aims, failed to serve the broader needs of Muslim society. The medreses had become engines of memorization, while the European-inspired institutions produced graduates estranged from the moral and spiritual compass of their heritage. This tension created a generation caught between extremes, ill-prepared to confront the practical, intellectual, and spiritual challenges of their time.

The traditional medrese system, which had once cultivated the most versatile minds in the Muslim world, had narrowed profoundly. By the late Ottoman era, its curriculum emphasized Arabic grammar, Quranic recitation, and memorization. Students were trained to become hafiz—specialists capable of reciting the Quran perfectly—but they were seldom encouraged to engage in philosophical reasoning, scientific inquiry, or ethical debate. A young student could spend years in the medrese without ever encountering mathematics, natural sciences, or logic. While this education maintained the ritual and moral fabric of society, it severely limited intellectual flexibility. Thinking independently, questioning received knowledge, or applying lessons to practical problems became rare skills. The medrese, once a cradle for scholars and statesmen, had been reduced to a factory for ritual specialists.

At the same time, Ottoman rulers recognized that this narrow form of education was insufficient for the needs of a modernizing empire. Sultans such as Abdülmecid and Abdulhamid II introduced Western-modeled schools, inspired by German, French, and Austrian curricula. These institutions taught mathematics, natural sciences, engineering, European languages, and administrative techniques. Their goal was to produce an elite capable of running the bureaucracy, modernizing the military, and competing with European powers in technology and diplomacy. Students were trained to think in a rational, systematic, and secular framework, reflecting the intellectual culture of 19th-century Europe.

However, the Western schools carried their own limitations. By encouraging students to adopt European methods of reasoning, the curriculum often distanced them from their Islamic heritage. The focus on secular knowledge, professional skills, and rationalist thought came at the expense of moral and philosophical engagement with the Quran. Students were subtly encouraged to internalize European norms of thought and governance, often becoming culturally estranged from their communities. The Westernized elite, while technically competent, were sometimes alienated from the very society they were meant to serve. In many cases, the intellectual framework imposed by these schools created a mindset that valued European rationalism over the integrated ethical and spiritual vision that had long defined Islamic education.

The juxtaposition of these two systems produced a troubling societal effect. Ordinary families faced difficult choices: children sent to medreses might become spiritually proficient but socially and intellectually constrained, while those sent to Western schools could gain worldly skills but lose touch with their spiritual and cultural roots. There was no middle ground, no system that harmonized the ethical, intellectual, and practical dimensions of life. The late Ottoman Empire, in effect, produced two classes of specialists: the hafiz, skilled in ritual but limited in worldly engagement, and the Westernized bureaucrats, skilled in administration but often detached from the philosophical and moral underpinnings of their own culture.

Historical examples illustrate this dichotomy vividly. The Fatih Medrese in Istanbul, once renowned for producing scholars who combined jurisprudence with philosophy and science, had, by the late 19th century, largely abandoned its broad curriculum. Students focused almost exclusively on Quranic memorization and religious texts, rarely venturing into mathematics, astronomy, or philosophy. In contrast, the Galatasaray High School, founded under Abdülmecid’s reforms, emphasized European languages, literature, mathematics, and administrative science. Graduates of Galatasaray were well-prepared for bureaucratic and diplomatic roles but often lacked grounding in Islamic philosophy, ethics, or classical scholarship. While each system produced specialists, neither equipped students to navigate the complex realities of Ottoman society, where spiritual understanding, intellectual flexibility, and practical governance were all required.

The consequences of this dual system were profound. Administratively, the empire struggled to modernize while maintaining social cohesion. Intellectually, it failed to produce thinkers who could synthesize the insights of the Quran with the practical knowledge needed to confront European advances. Spiritually, large segments of society became disconnected from integrated moral and ethical education. Socially, a gap grew between the religiously educated population and the secularly trained elite, undermining unity and contributing to the empire’s vulnerability in both internal and external affairs.

Ultimately, the late Ottoman educational dilemma offers a cautionary lesson for all societies facing rapid change. An education system confined to extremes—ritualistic memorization on one side, wholesale adoption of foreign models on the other—cannot produce citizens capable of ethical reasoning, intellectual innovation, and practical problem-solving. The medrese system, once the hallmark of holistic learning, failed to adapt to new realities, producing specialists disconnected from worldly challenges. Meanwhile, Westernized schools produced technically skilled elites whose rationalist training sometimes alienated them from their communities and spiritual heritage. The Ottoman experience demonstrates that for education to serve the life of a society, it must integrate tradition and innovation, faith and reason, and spiritual insight with practical knowledge. Without this balance, both the individual and the society risk stagnation, division, and decline.

The Ottoman case is not merely historical; it is a timeless reflection on the critical importance of education in shaping civilizations. The failure to harmonize knowledge, ethics, and practicality weakened the empire and limited the potential of Muslim societies globally. It reminds us that education is not simply about the transmission of information or the acquisition of skills, but about cultivating minds capable of thinking critically, acting ethically, and navigating the complexities of life with wisdom. The lessons of the medrese and the Western schools are clear: extremes, whether inward-looking or externally imposed, can hinder progress just as surely as ignorance itself. True educational vitality requires balance—a cultivation of the mind, spirit, and character that prepares students to engage meaningfully with the world while remaining rooted in their intellectual and moral heritage.

“Traditional Medrese vs Westernized Schools: A Comparative Overview”

	Aspect

	Traditional Medrese

	Westernized Schools (19th–Early 20th Century Ottoman)

	Curriculum Focus

	Quranic memorization, Arabic grammar, Islamic jurisprudence; minimal exposure to natural sciences, mathematics, or philosophy

	Mathematics, natural sciences, European languages, literature, administration; limited religious education and moral philosophy


	Pedagogical Approach

	Long-term mentorship; students often followed the same teacher for years; emphasis on memorization and internalization of texts

	Structured classes, standardized curriculum; teachers often specialists in specific subjects; emphasis on rational and analytical thinking


	Objective

	Produce hafiz and religious scholars capable of guiding spiritual and legal life; preserve Islamic tradition

	Produce an elite able to manage bureaucracy, military, diplomacy, and modern industry; emulate European administrative and scientific models


	Strengths

	Deep spiritual and ethical grounding; mastery of classical texts; cultivation of personal discipline and memorization skills

	Exposure to modern sciences, technology, and rationalist methods; preparation for administrative and professional roles


	Weaknesses

	Intellectual stagnation; lack of engagement with practical sciences; discourages critical thinking and innovation

	Cultural and spiritual alienation; detachment from Islamic philosophical and ethical traditions; may produce technically competent but morally and socially disconnected elites


	Social Impact

	Maintained religious and moral cohesion but limited societal adaptability and leadership innovation

	Created a small secular elite capable of modern administration but often disconnected from the broader Muslim community


	Contribution to Decline

	Stifled intellectual flexibility, innovation, and practical problem-solving; reinforced inward-looking mentality

	Produced Europeanized elites with limited connection to society’s ethical and cultural roots; failed to integrate modern knowledge with Islamic moral framework



ANALYSIS
The late Ottoman educational system illustrates a paradox: neither extreme—ritualized medreses nor secularized Western schools—was able to foster a generation capable of fully addressing societal needs. The medreses preserved tradition but at the cost of innovation and critical thinking, while Western schools introduced technical knowledge but often at the cost of cultural and moral disconnection. Both systems, in their extremes, contributed to the weakening of social cohesion, intellectual adaptability, and global competitiveness in Ottoman society.
This comparative framework highlights the critical lesson of Ottoman history: education must balance tradition with innovation, spiritual insight with rational inquiry, and ethical grounding with practical knowledge. Only through such integration can a society cultivate individuals capable of sustaining both its moral heritage and its capacity to engage effectively with the modern world.

Robert College: Western Education in Late Ottoman Istanbul

FOUNDED IN 1863 under the reign of Sultan Abdülaziz, Robert College represented a new model of Western-style education within the Ottoman Empire. Established by American philanthropists Christopher Robert and John D. Green, the college aimed to provide a comprehensive liberal arts and sciences education, combining rigorous academic training with moral and ethical instruction inspired by Protestant principles.

The curriculum was designed to mirror elite Western schools, emphasizing mathematics, natural sciences, literature, history, and modern languages, particularly English and French. Students also studied geography, philosophy, and logic, with the goal of preparing them for leadership roles in administration, commerce, and diplomacy. Unlike traditional medreses, Robert College prioritized critical thinking, reasoning, and practical application of knowledge, rather than rote memorization of religious texts.

The influence of Robert College on Ottoman society was significant. Its graduates often entered the bureaucracy, foreign service, and commercial enterprises, bringing with them technical expertise, familiarity with European political and economic systems, and proficiency in modern languages. The college became a bridge between Ottoman society and the Western world, cultivating a small elite capable of navigating both spheres. However, its Westernized approach also highlighted a cultural tension: students were educated in ways that sometimes distanced them from the Islamic intellectual tradition, producing a generation that was technically skilled but increasingly oriented toward European norms.

In this way, Robert College exemplifies the broader educational dilemmas of the late Ottoman Empire: while it addressed the empire’s need for modern skills and global engagement, it also underscored the risk of alienating students from their cultural and spiritual heritage—a challenge that mirrored the contrast between secular schools and traditional medreses.
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This image shows the Proclamation of the Ottoman Constitution of 1908, also known as the Young Turk Revolution.


●  The event depicts crowds gathering in front of the government building (Konak) to hear the announcement of the restoration of the 1876 Ottoman Constitution.

●  This was the political victory of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), the Young Turks, who forced Sultan Abdülhamid II to restore the constitution and reopen parliament.


Historically, this event directly weakened Sultan Abdülhamid II’s authority and opened the door for Zionist, Western, and secularist influences in the Empire. The Young Turks were strongly tied to European ideas, and many of their leaders were Western-educated — some even linked to Robert College and Masonic lodges.
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Robert College and the Political Transformation of the Late Ottoman Empire”

FOUNDED IN 1863 under Sultan Abdülaziz, Robert College in Istanbul represented the most prominent Western-style educational initiative in the late Ottoman Empire. Established by American philanthropists Christopher Robert and John D. Green, the institution aimed to provide a liberal arts education grounded in European sciences, languages, and administrative principles. Students were exposed to mathematics, literature, modern languages, philosophy, and European political thought—disciplines largely absent from the traditional medrese system. While medreses emphasized memorization and religious ritual, Robert College cultivated analytical reasoning, debate, and engagement with modern ideas, producing graduates capable of navigating both Ottoman and European spheres.

By the late 19th century, the influence of Robert College graduates extended far beyond the classroom. Many of its alumni became part of the Young Turk movement, a reformist coalition advocating for constitutional governance, modernization of the state, and the limitation of Sultan Abdulhamid II’s absolute authority. The education they received at Robert College encouraged critical thinking and exposed students to Western notions of law, civic responsibility, and political organization. This intellectual foundation made them highly critical of the Sultan’s autocratic rule, which relied heavily on censorship, secret police, and suppression of parliamentary institutions. For many graduates, constitutional reform was not simply a political ideal—it was a moral and intellectual imperative, a way to rescue the empire from decline.

The connection between Western-style education and political activism became increasingly evident in the early 20th century. Robert College graduates were among the intellectual and organizational leaders behind the 1908 Young Turk Revolution, which successfully forced Abdulhamid II to restore the constitution and reconvene the Ottoman parliament. Their Western education gave them both the ideological grounding and practical skills to organize, communicate, and strategize within the empire’s increasingly complex political landscape. They formed networks that spanned Istanbul, Salonika, and other urban centers, connecting like-minded reformists, military officers, and bureaucrats.

However, the rise of this Western-educated elite also contributed to tensions within the empire. While they were committed to modernization and constitutionalism, their ideological orientation often placed them in opposition to traditional Ottoman authority and Islamic institutions. Their education had instilled a Europeanized worldview that sometimes clashed with local norms and religious frameworks. Sultan Abdulhamid II, recognizing the threat posed by these networks, attempted to suppress dissent through surveillance, political exile, and censorship, but the very knowledge and organizational skills of the graduates made resistance difficult to prevent.

Historians also note that the political dynamics of the period involved complex interactions with foreign actors, including European powers and, in some cases, Zionist networks, who had interests in influencing Ottoman reforms and policies. While these alliances were not monolithic or uniform, Robert College graduates, fluent in European languages and familiar with Western political models, often acted as intermediaries, whether intentionally or indirectly, in broader geopolitical schemes. Their education had prepared them to navigate multiple cultural and political contexts, making them both instruments of reform and, inadvertently, contributors to internal instability.

This interplay between education and politics highlights a central paradox of late Ottoman reform efforts. On one hand, Western-style schools like Robert College were necessary to produce elites capable of modern governance, diplomacy, and scientific advancement. On the other, the cultural and ideological distance created by these schools sometimes alienated graduates from their own communities, undermining traditional authority and contributing to social and political fragmentation. Meanwhile, the medrese system persisted in its ritualized form, producing a population well-versed in religious texts but largely disconnected from the skills and ideas shaping the modern world. The result was a society divided between religious specialists unable to address practical challenges and Westernized elites whose loyalty to tradition was tenuous.

The impact of Robert College and its graduates on Ottoman politics cannot be overstated. They played a pivotal role in the constitutional revolution of 1908 and in subsequent political movements challenging the Sultan’s authority. Their Westernized education equipped them with the knowledge, organizational capacity, and ideological framework to effect change, but it also contributed to the political instability that hastened the empire’s decline. Sultan Abdulhamid II’s attempts to balance modernization with autocratic control were repeatedly undermined by the very intellectual forces his reign had allowed to flourish, demonstrating the transformative—and sometimes destabilizing—power of education in late Ottoman society.

In the final analysis, Robert College exemplifies the broader dilemma of late Ottoman education: the empire’s attempt to modernize through selective Westernization created both opportunity and tension. Graduates were capable, innovative, and influential, but their education often alienated them from traditional societal frameworks, contributing indirectly to political upheaval and the erosion of central authority. Meanwhile, the medreses continued to produce scholars whose knowledge was narrow and inward-looking, leaving the empire with no coherent system capable of integrating tradition, modernity, and practical governance. The legacy of Robert College thus embodies the paradox of progress in a declining empire: education could empower and enlighten, but if disconnected from social and moral foundations, it could also accelerate instability and transformation beyond the control of its founders.

“The Decline of Islamic Principles and the Fall of the Ottoman Empire”

Erosion of the Law of the Quran

THE LATE OTTOMAN PERIOD witnessed a significant departure from the traditional Islamic legal framework that had once been the cornerstone of governance. Sultan Abdulhamid II, despite his conservative image, initiated reforms that integrated Western legal principles into the Ottoman legal system. This shift was evident in the codification of laws that blended Islamic jurisprudence with European models. For instance, the adoption of the Majalla, the Ottoman civil code, incorporated elements of Islamic law but was heavily influenced by European legal systems. This hybrid approach led to a gradual marginalization of Sharia law, as Western-style courts began to replace Islamic courts in many areas.

In his correspondence, Sultan Abdulhamid II expressed the necessity of modernization but emphasized the importance of preserving Islamic values. In a letter to his ministers, he wrote:


"We must embrace the advancements of the West, yet we should not forsake the teachings of the Quran. Our strength lies in harmonizing progress with our faith."


However, the implementation of Western legal codes often conflicted with Islamic principles, leading to tensions within the legal system. The ulama, the religious scholars who had traditionally interpreted and upheld Sharia law, found their authority undermined as secular legal institutions gained prominence.

Decline of Religious Institutions

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF Western-style schools and universities further contributed to the decline of traditional religious institutions. The medrese system, which had been the primary source of Islamic education, began to lose its influence as secular institutions proliferated. Sultan Abdulhamid II's reign saw the founding of numerous schools that offered curricula based on Western models, focusing on subjects like science, mathematics, and literature, often at the expense of religious studies.

Graduates of these institutions, many of whom were influenced by Western ideologies, began to occupy significant positions in the government and military. Their education equipped them with the tools to challenge the traditional religious order. For example, Enver Pasha, a prominent figure in the Young Turk movement, was a graduate of the Imperial War Academy, an institution that emphasized modern military strategies over religious teachings. His rise to power marked a shift away from religious authority toward secular governance.

Shift in Cultural Identity

THE PROMOTION OF WESTERN culture and values led to a profound shift in the Ottoman Empire's cultural identity. Western literature, art, and philosophy began to overshadow Islamic traditions, resulting in a loss of cultural cohesion. Sultan Abdulhamid II, in his efforts to modernize the empire, encouraged the adoption of Western customs and practices. In a public address, he stated:


"To be strong in the modern world, we must adopt the ways of the West. Our traditions must evolve to meet the demands of progress."


This emphasis on Westernization created a divide between the educated elite, who embraced these changes, and the broader population, which remained rooted in traditional Islamic values. The alienation of the masses from the ruling elite contributed to social unrest and a sense of cultural dislocation.

Consequences and Legacy

THE WESTERNIZATION efforts of the late Ottoman rulers had profound consequences for the empire. The abandonment of Islamic principles led to political instability, as traditional structures of authority were eroded. The Young Turk Revolution of 1908, which restored the constitution and limited the sultan's power, was partly a response to the perceived autocracy and Westernization policies of Abdulhamid II.

In a letter to his supporters, Ziya Gökalp, a leading intellectual of the Young Turk movement, articulated the desire for a new national identity:


"We must forge a path that blends our rich heritage with the advancements of the modern world. Our future lies in a synthesis of tradition and progress."


The decline in religious authority contributed to a weakening of the moral and social fabric of the empire. As Islamic principles were sidelined, the ethical foundation that had once guided Ottoman society began to crumble.

The legacy of Westernization continued to influence the successor states of the Ottoman Empire. The establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923 marked a significant shift toward secularism and Westernization, a trend that has persisted in various forms to the present day.

Islamic Principles as the Foundation for Prosperity

THE EXPERIENCES OF the late Ottoman Empire underscore the importance of adhering strictly to Quranic values. Early Islamic states, including the regime of Prophet Muhammad, thrived because they were grounded in the teachings of the Quran, without reliance on hadiths or traditional interpretations. The medrese system, which evolved over time, often emphasized rote memorization of the Quran in Arabic without fostering a deep understanding of its contents. This approach led to a disconnect between the principles of Islam and their application in governance and daily life.

The decline of the Ottoman Empire serves as a cautionary tale: the abandonment of Islamic principles in favor of Western models, without a critical examination of their compatibility with Islamic values, can lead to societal fragmentation and decline. The early Islamic state succeeded because it adhered strictly to the Quran, providing a model for governance that balanced spiritual and temporal needs.

Conclusion

THE WESTERN INCLINATIONS of late Ottoman rulers, particularly Sultan Abdulhamid II, played a significant role in the empire's decline. While modernization efforts were necessary to address contemporary challenges, the abandonment of Islamic principles led to a loss of identity and cohesion. The consequences of these policies are still evident in the region's political and cultural landscape today.
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Right Side: Translation & Analysis

(TEXT PANEL)

Translation Excerpt (simplified)


“No one is ignorant that I am bound to support all my subjects against vexatious proceedings; to lighten, not increase, their burdens; and to ensure peace and tranquility. Therefore, acts of oppression are contrary to the will of God and to my imperial orders.”


(ADAPTED FROM MAHMUD II’s reform firmans, 1827–1834)

Ottoman Firman (1827) – Details

FROM THE STRUCTURE and layout of this ferman:This Ottoman document is a firman (imperial decree), recognizable by its formal structure, ornate calligraphy, and the tughra (the Sultan’s official signature) at the top. Here’s a general understanding based on its visual elements and typical content of such firmans:

Tughra: The intricate calligraphic emblem near the top is the Sultan’s tughra, which authenticates the decree and indicates it is issued directly from the Sultan.

Decorative elements: The two floral motifs and the two gold ceremonial standards (tuğs) flanking the tughra symbolize imperial authority and legitimacy. Gold ornamentation is common in official decrees.

Main text: The body of text is written in Ottoman Turkish in nastaʿlīq script, arranged in carefully justified lines. Ottoman firmans typically contain:

The recipient(s) of the decree.

The orders, privileges, or assignments given by the Sultan.

Legal or administrative instructions. Possibly about References to Islamic law or the Sultan’s authority and or tax, land, or appointment matters.

Structure: The text is likely structured formally: Opening with praise for the Sultan. Statement of authority. Specific orders or instructions. Closing with blessings and the official date.

Function: Firmans were used for a variety of purposes:Granting land, tax rights, or titles. Appointing officials or judges. Regulating trade, military, or religious matters. Confirming legal or administrative decisions.

Summary: This is an official Ottoman imperial decree, authenticated by the Sultan’s tughra, adorned with gold decoration and floral motifs, and written in formal Ottoman Turkish. It likely communicates a legal or administrative order—such as land assignment, appointment of an official, or confirmation of privileges—to a provincial or local authority, reflecting the Sultan’s ultimate power and the structured hierarchy of the empire.

Tughra at the Top

THE LARGE CALLIGRAPHIC symbol at the top is the sultan's tughra (imperial signature), which identifies the issuing sultan.

It typically reads: "[Sultan’s name], son of [father’s name], forever victorious" in highly stylized script.

Decorative Elements: The triangular gold area is purely ornamental, often featuring floral designs.

The two spear-like shapes and roses are symbolic, showing imperial authority and power.

Text Content (Main Body)

OTTOMAN FERMANS TYPICALLY start with praise of God and the sultan’s authority, then outline the decree. Common content includes: Appointment of officials, governors, or judges. Granting of tax exemptions, lands, or privileges. Orders to be carried out by provincial authorities.

Repeated phrases often include “it is decreed” and “by the command of His Majesty”.

Each line ending often contains punctuation or small flourishes marking sentence breaks.

Closing Section

THE FINAL LINES REAFFIRM the sultan’s authority, sometimes including the date in Islamic calendar and the place of issue.

A small seal or stamp is sometimes present, confirming authenticity.

What is a Firman?

A firman (from Persian farmān, meaning "command" or "order") was a royal decree issued by an Ottoman sultan. Written in ornate Ottoman Turkish using divani or naskh calligraphy. Always sealed with the tughra (imperial monogram) of the reigning sultan. Functioned as the empire’s highest legal and political order—comparable to today’s executive decrees.

The 1827 Firman of Sultan Mahmud II: A Study in Reform and Faith

Visual & Historical Overview

THIS 1827 Firman, issued on 25 July 1827 (the last day of Dhu’l-Hijjah 1242 in the Islamic calendar), is a striking example of Ottoman imperial documentation. Its physical elegance and content both illustrate the complex interplay between Islamic legitimacy and early Western-inspired reform efforts:

Artistry: The document is crafted in alternating red and black divani script across 36 lines, adorned with gold dots. The ornate tughra of Sultan Mahmud II—illuminated with gold floral motifs and flanked by a tree and a pink rose—crowns the scroll, all encased in lush leafy gold borders 

Purpose: This particular decree confirms the appointment and salary of Yakovos as Metropolitan of the island of Euboea and its dependencies—an administrative action reflecting the empire’s continued governance over diverse religious communities 
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The Berat of Sultan Mahmud II 

AMONG THE MANY TREASURES preserved in the archives of the Ottoman Empire is a handwritten berat (imperial edict) issued by Sultan Mahmud II, dated 25 Ramadan 1239 (24 May 1824). This document, kept in the Topkapı Palace in Istanbul, connects us directly to the inner workings of imperial authority and its role in safeguarding religious and cultural institutions throughout the Ottoman world.

The berat was addressed to the community of Tetovo, in present-day North Macedonia, and concerned the famed Alaca Cami (Painted Mosque)—one of the most beautiful mosques in the Balkans. Known for its colorful façade and rich interior ornamentation, the mosque had long been sustained by pious endowments (waqf). The Sultan’s edict reaffirmed its legal protections, recognized its religious functions, and granted privileges such as tax exemptions and official acknowledgment of its caretakers. By issuing this decree, Mahmud II guaranteed that the mosque and its waqf properties would remain untouched by arbitrary interference, and that the local community’s right to worship would be preserved under the shadow of imperial law.

This berat is remarkable for what it symbolizes: the Ottoman state’s commitment to ensuring justice and continuity of religious life, even in distant provinces. The Alaca Cami was far from the imperial capital, yet the Sultan’s tughra (imperial cipher) and order made its way to Tetovo, binding the mosque spiritually and legally to Istanbul. In an age when many empires neglected their peripheral regions, the Ottomans built a system that connected center and periphery through both law and faith.

A decade after this decree, the mosque would be richly renewed in 1833 by Abdurrahman Pasha, whose vision added the painted decorations that make it a landmark today. But the Sultan’s earlier berat ensured that such renewal could take place within a stable and protected framework. Without this imperial backing, religious monuments often suffered neglect or fell victim to local disputes.

For readers, this edict demonstrates how the Ottoman Empire combined governance with the Qur’anic duty of protecting mosques and religious life. It also illustrates how Islamic values of stewardship, justice, and continuity were carried from the imperial palace all the way to the Balkan frontier. Just as courts in Gaza were linked to the authority of the Sultan, so too were mosques like the Alaca Cami—woven into a vast imperial fabric that bound together law, faith, and community.

The berat of 1824 thus stands not only as a legal document but also as a spiritual testament: a reminder that the empire’s strength lay not merely in armies and palaces, but in its enduring effort to secure the places where people prayed, learned, and found moral guidance.

Translation of Key Lines from the Berat of Sultan Mahmud II (25 Ramadan 1239 / 24 May 1824)

OPENING INVOCATION (basmala and prayer):
“In the name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the Compassionate. By His will and guidance, may righteousness be upheld, and may the affairs of the servants of God be ordered in justice.”
Imperial Authority Formula:
“This exalted and noble imperial decree (berat-ı şerif-i alişan), issued under My tughra, I, Sultan Mahmud Khan, son of Sultan Abdülhamid Khan, the ever-Victorious, have granted...”
Statement of Purpose:
“...to affirm and secure the rights of the blessed mosque known as the Alaca Cami in the district of Kalkandelen (Tetovo), together with its endowed properties (waqf), caretakers, and servants, so that its services to the faithful may continue without disturbance or interruption.”
Guarantee of Protection:
“Let it be known to all governors, judges, collectors, and officials of the state that none shall encroach upon or diminish the rights, revenues, and privileges herein confirmed. Whoever dares to contravene this decree shall be held accountable before the law and the Sultan’s justice.”
Closing Prayer & Seal:
“Thus, with this imperial decree, I have ordered the matter to be upheld in perpetuity. May the Most High render this a means of reward in this world and the next. Written and sealed on the 25th day of Ramadan in the year 1239 of the Hijra.”
[Imperial tughra of Sultan Mahmud II affixed here]

Foundations of the Ottoman Legal System

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE’S legal order rested upon two pillars: Shari‘a (Islamic law) and Kanun (imperial regulations). Together, they created a balanced framework that combined divine guidance with the practical needs of governance. While the Shari‘a was unchanging, rooted in the Qur’an and Sunnah, the Kanun was flexible, enabling the sultans to address taxation, land distribution, military affairs, and administration. Yet, even the Kanun could not override the Shari‘a—it was subordinate to it, serving as a tool of application rather than a competing authority.

Law of the Quran as the Sacred Foundation

THE OTTOMANS SAW THE law not merely as an instrument of order but as a trust from God, a sacred mandate to rule with fairness. This reflected the Qur’an’s command:

“Indeed, Allah commands you to render trusts to whom they are due and when you judge between people to judge with justice...” (Qur’an 4:58).

Judges (qadis) were constantly reminded of this verse during their training. For them, justice was not an abstract principle but a divine obligation. Court registers across Anatolia, the Balkans, and the Arab provinces frequently cite this verse as a guiding motto at the opening of proceedings. The qadi was not simply a bureaucrat—he was an executor of God’s trust.

The Qur’an also insisted that justice be impartial and absolute, transcending family ties or social status:

“O you who believe! Be persistently standing firm in justice, witnesses for Allah, even if it be against yourselves, your parents, or your relatives...” (Qur’an 4:135).

This principle was tested time and again in the empire. It is recorded, for instance, that even the powerful Grand Vizier could be summoned to court to face charges of abuse if petitioned by a commoner. The very architecture of the Divan-ı Hümayun (Imperial Council) reflected this idea: anyone, rich or poor, could present their grievances to the sultan’s viziers. In certain cases, the sultan himself—symbolizing his submission to divine law—would preside.

Protection of Minorities

ONE OF THE CLEAREST examples of Qur’anic justice in practice was the treatment of Christians, Jews, and other minorities within the empire. The Qur’an commanded fairness even toward adversaries:

“Do not let the hatred of a people prevent you from being just. Be just; that is nearer to righteousness...” (Qur’an 5:8).

The Ottomans understood this as a mandate to protect the rights of non-Muslims under their authority. While religious communities were allowed to govern their own affairs through the millet system, inter-communal disputes were handled by Shari‘a courts. Archival records from Jerusalem, Aleppo, and Sarajevo show numerous cases where Christian or Jewish plaintiffs successfully won their cases against Muslims when evidence supported their claims. The law was meant to serve justice, not favoritism.

For example, in 17th-century Jerusalem, a Christian merchant successfully sued a Muslim debtor before a qadi and received full repayment with damages. The court ruled in his favor citing Qur’anic injunctions on honesty in trade:

“And establish the weight in justice and do not make deficient the balance.” (Qur’an 55:9).

This verse, originally revealed in the context of commercial fairness, became a standard principle in Ottoman market law.

Regulation of Markets and Everyday Life

JUSTICE IN THE OTTOMAN system extended beyond the courts into daily economic life. Market inspectors known as muhtasibs patrolled bazaars to ensure merchants sold unadulterated goods, used fair scales, and did not engage in deceptive practices. The Qur’anic warning—“Woe to those who give less [than due], who when they take a measure from people, take in full. But if they give them by measure or weight, they cause loss.” (Qur’an 83:1–3)—was often displayed in market spaces as a reminder of divine accountability.

A butcher who sold rotten meat, a miller who mixed flour with chalk, or a grocer who rigged his scales could be hauled before the qadi and punished not just for fraud but for betraying a sacred duty. Justice was not only a civic expectation but a spiritual safeguard.

Justice as the Source of Legitimacy

THE OTTOMAN SULTANS themselves recognized that their legitimacy rested on adherence to justice. They frequently invoked the maxim: “The world may endure with unbelief, but not with injustice.” This principle echoed the Qur’an’s own emphasis on fairness:

“Indeed, Allah loves those who rely upon Him and those who act justly.” (Qur’an 49:9).

Sultans often portrayed themselves as the “shadow of God on earth”, not as tyrants but as guardians of equity. It was common for newly enthroned rulers to issue edicts promising to protect the weak, uphold Shari‘a, and ensure the fair collection of taxes. Breaking this sacred trust was seen not only as political failure but as spiritual betrayal.

Indeed, the empire’s survival for centuries was closely tied to its ability to embody justice. When justice prevailed, the people supported the state. When corruption and injustice spread—when officials sold verdicts, when tax collectors abused peasants—the empire’s foundations weakened. Chroniclers from the 17th and 18th centuries often linked the empire’s decline not to military defeats but to a moral drift away from Qur’anic justice.

Law as Divine Balance

ULTIMATELY, THE OTTOMAN legal system reflected the Qur’an’s vision of law as a balance that sustains both society and faith:

“And the heaven He raised and imposed the balance, that you not transgress within the balance. And establish the weight in justice and do not make deficient the balance.” (Qur’an 55:7–9).

The Ottomans believed that just as the cosmos itself is sustained by divine balance, so too must human society rest on fairness. For them, upholding justice was not merely political wisdom but participation in the order of creation.
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A MINIATURE PAINTING from the Ottoman period. It likely illustrates a judicial or court setting. Ottoman miniatures often depicted qadis (judges), scribes, petitioners, and witnesses in highly stylized form.

The miniature painting displayed here is from the Ottoman period and offers a rare visual insight into the legal culture of the empire. At the center of the composition, we see a qadi (Islamic judge) presiding over a case. His elevated seat and distinguished attire—marked by a white turban—symbolize his authority as a representative of both religious and state law. Around him, scribes carefully record proceedings, while petitioners and witnesses stand in attendance.

Such paintings highlight the formality and religious foundation of the Ottoman judicial system. Justice was not viewed as a secular or detached matter but as an extension of divine law, applied through the Qur’an and Sharia. The presence of scribes underlines the importance of accurate record-keeping, while the structured setting reflects the organized nature of Ottoman courts.

Miniatures like this remind us that, before the Tanzimat reforms and Western-inspired codifications, justice in the empire was seen as a sacred trust. It served as a unifying force for Muslims, Christians, and Jews under the millet system, offering a model of coexistence and governance that later weakened as the empire turned toward secular Western ideologies.

The Millet System: Autonomy for Religious Communities

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE’S endurance over six centuries rested not only on military prowess and territorial expansion but also on a remarkable system of governance that allowed diversity to flourish within unity. One of its most distinctive institutions was the millet system (from the Arabic millah, meaning “nation” or “community”). This institution, rooted in Qur’anic principles of justice and freedom of conscience, provided a framework for the coexistence of multiple religious and cultural groups under the protection of the Ottoman sultans.

Definition and Structure

THE MILLET SYSTEM GRANTED officially recognized religious communities — Muslims, Orthodox Christians, Armenians, Jews, and later others — a high degree of self-rule in religious, legal, and educational affairs. Each community was organized under its spiritual leader: the Greek Orthodox Patriarch in Constantinople, the Armenian Patriarch, the Chief Rabbi for Jewish communities, and the Sheikh al-Islam for Muslims. These leaders served as intermediaries between their communities and the imperial state, ensuring harmony and loyalty.

Under this arrangement, non-Muslim subjects were allowed to run their own schools, courts, places of worship, and charitable institutions, all without interference from the state. The Ottoman government respected their right to settle disputes according to their own religious laws while simultaneously offering access to Ottoman courts for cases involving Muslims or inter-communal disputes.

Justice and Qur’anic Roots

THE MILLET SYSTEM REFLECTED the Qur’anic injunction:


“There shall be no compulsion in religion. The right path has become distinct from the wrong.” (Qur’an 2:256)


By granting freedom of faith and internal autonomy, the Ottomans ensured that Jews, Christians, and Muslims could live side by side without being forced to abandon their traditions. The empire’s strength lay in this accommodation of difference, which sharply contrasted with the forced conversions, inquisitions, and imperialist assimilation policies of many contemporary European states.

Unifying the Empire’s Diversity

PERHAPS THE GREATEST achievement of the millet system was its role in holding together a vast and multi-ethnic empire that stretched across the Middle East, North Africa, and southeastern Europe. Provinces like Palestine, Syria, and Iraq remained loyal not because they were forced into conformity, but because they were permitted to flourish within their own religious and cultural frameworks. In Jerusalem and Gaza, Christians administered their churches, schools, and charitable foundations, while Jewish communities operated their synagogues and courts with imperial recognition. Muslims, in turn, governed their institutions under the umbrella of Shari‘a.

This system created a sense of shared belonging: Muslims, Christians, and Jews were all seen as “protected peoples” (ahl al-dhimma) under the sultan’s justice. The Ottomans thus built a political identity not on erasing differences, but on weaving them into a mosaic of loyalty to the empire.

Practical Achievements of the Millet System

RELIGIOUS HARMONY IN Jerusalem and Gaza: Churches, mosques, and synagogues coexisted in the holy city of Jerusalem with remarkable stability under Ottoman stewardship. Gaza, too, was home to diverse communities who relied on the protection of the millet system to sustain trade, learning, and religious practice. Under Ottoman rule, the cities of Jerusalem and Gaza exemplified a remarkable era of religious harmony, where churches, mosques, and synagogues coexisted peacefully, largely due to the millet system. This system granted religious communities autonomy over their internal affairs, allowing them to govern themselves according to their own laws and customs. In Jerusalem, a city sacred to Muslims, Christians, and Jews, this arrangement facilitated a stable coexistence, with each community managing its own religious institutions and practices without interference from others. Similarly, Gaza, a city with a diverse population, benefited from the protections and privileges afforded by the millet system, which helped sustain its role as a center of trade, learning, and religious practice.

The millet system was rooted in Islamic legal traditions concerning the dhimmi, non-Muslim subjects who were granted protected status under Muslim rule. The Ottomans formalized and expanded this framework, allowing recognized religious communities such as Greek Orthodox Christians, Armenian Apostolic Christians, and Jews to exercise significant autonomy in their internal affairs. Each millet was led by its own religious leader, who acted as an intermediary between the community and the Ottoman authorities. This structure not only preserved religious identities but also promoted peaceful coexistence among diverse groups. 

In Jerusalem, the presence of multiple religious communities did not lead to conflict but rather to a collaborative atmosphere. The city's administration recognized the importance of each community's religious sites and practices, ensuring their protection and facilitating their participation in civic life. This approach fostered an environment where religious differences were respected and celebrated, contributing to the city's reputation as a model of interfaith harmony.

Gaza, too, experienced a period of religious tolerance and coexistence under Ottoman rule. The city's strategic location made it a hub for trade and cultural exchange, attracting diverse communities. The millet system's provisions allowed these communities to maintain their religious practices and institutions, contributing to Gaza's vibrant social and economic life. The protection and autonomy granted to these communities under the millet system were instrumental in sustaining Gaza's role as a center of learning and religious practice.

The Ottoman millet system's emphasis on religious autonomy and coexistence provided a framework that allowed diverse communities to thrive together. In both Jerusalem and Gaza, this system facilitated a harmonious coexistence that served as a model for managing religious diversity. The legacy of this period underscores the potential for peaceful coexistence in pluralistic societies when structures are in place to respect and protect religious differences.

Educational Flourishing: Each millet established schools that preserved its own language, traditions, and theological teachings. Armenians continued to write in Armenian, Jews in Hebrew, and Greeks in Greek — without fear of cultural erasure.
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A group of Armenian schoolchildren standing together, likely outside a school building. They are dressed in period clothing typical of the late Ottoman era, with boys in jackets and girls in dresses. This depiction emphasizes the Armenian community’s focus on education and the role of schools in preserving language, culture, and religious teachings under the millet system. The image captures a sense of discipline, community, and cultural continuity among the children.

Under the Ottoman Empire, the millet system provided religious communities with significant autonomy, allowing them to establish and maintain educational institutions that preserved their unique languages, traditions, and theological teachings. This system was instrumental in fostering educational flourishing among the Armenians, Jews, and Greeks, enabling them to cultivate their cultural identities and intellectual legacies without fear of cultural erasure.

For the Armenian community, the establishment of schools was a priority. The first officially recognized Armenian school was founded in 1790, and by the mid-19th century, the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople reported that there were 803 Armenian schools across the empire, with over 81,000 students enrolled. These institutions not only taught religious texts but also secular subjects, conducted in Armenian, thereby preserving the language and fostering a sense of community and identity. The curriculum often included Armenian literature, history, and philosophy, reflecting the community's rich cultural heritage. The Armenian schools became centers of intellectual activity, producing scholars, writers, and educators who contributed significantly to the cultural landscape of the empire.

Similarly, the Jewish community established its own educational institutions, known as "yeshivas," which focused on religious studies, particularly the Talmud and Torah. These schools played a crucial role in preserving the Hebrew language and Jewish traditions. In urban centers like Istanbul, communities also founded schools that offered secular education alongside religious instruction, ensuring that Jewish children received a comprehensive education that equipped them for participation in both religious and broader societal contexts.

The Greek Orthodox community also prioritized education, establishing schools that taught in Greek and focused on Orthodox Christian teachings. These schools were often affiliated with the church and served as vital centers for the transmission of Greek language and culture. In addition to religious education, the curriculum included subjects like philosophy, mathematics, and the arts, reflecting the community's commitment to a well-rounded education. Greek schools were particularly prominent in major cities such as Constantinople, Smyrna, and Alexandria, where they played a central role in the community's cultural and intellectual life.

The autonomy granted by the millet system allowed these communities to develop educational systems that were tailored to their specific religious and cultural needs. This system not only preserved their languages and traditions but also contributed to a vibrant intellectual environment within the empire. The educational institutions established by the Armenians, Jews, and Greeks under the millet system were instrumental in maintaining their cultural identities and fostering a sense of community cohesion. By providing a framework for religious and cultural autonomy, the millet system played a pivotal role in the educational flourishing of these communities, ensuring that their languages, traditions, and theological teachings were preserved for future generations.
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The students are arranged in rows, dressed in formal attire typical of the era, which reflects the community’s emphasis on discipline and education. The school building behind them appears modest but functional, illustrating how the Armenian millet invested in its own institutions to preserve language, culture, and religious teachings. This scene highlights the collective identity and pride of the community in maintaining education under the millet system.

Charitable Networks: The waqf (endowment) system allowed each millet to fund hospitals, soup kitchens, and orphanages, ensuring that communities cared for their poor and vulnerable.

The Ottoman millet system, a cornerstone of the empire's governance, facilitated religious harmony and self-governance among its diverse subjects. This system allowed various religious communities, or millets, to manage their internal affairs, including education, charity, and legal matters, under their own religious leaders. Such autonomy not only preserved cultural identities but also fostered a sense of community and mutual respect among different groups.

In cities like Jerusalem and Gaza, the millet system played a pivotal role in maintaining religious harmony. These cities, rich in religious significance, were home to diverse communities, including Muslims, Christians, and Jews. Under Ottoman stewardship, these communities coexisted with remarkable stability, each managing their own religious and communal affairs. The millet system provided a framework that respected religious differences while promoting peaceful coexistence.

Education flourished under the millet system, as each community established its own schools to preserve its language, traditions, and theological teachings. Armenians continued to write in Armenian, Jews in Hebrew, and Greeks in Greek, ensuring the transmission of their cultural and religious heritage. These schools were not merely educational institutions but also centers of community life, reinforcing communal bonds and cultural continuity.

Charitable networks, primarily through the waqf system, were integral to the social fabric of Ottoman society. Each millet utilized waqfs—religious endowments—to fund hospitals, soup kitchens, orphanages, and other charitable endeavors. These institutions provided essential services to the poor and vulnerable, reflecting the Ottoman commitment to social welfare and communal responsibility.

Judicial autonomy was another significant aspect of the millet system. Religious courts within each millet handled matters such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, and communal disputes according to their respective religious laws. This system not only reinforced community cohesion but also alleviated the administrative burden on the central state, allowing for more efficient governance.

In summary, the Ottoman millet system was a pragmatic and inclusive approach to governance that recognized and respected religious diversity. By granting communities autonomy over their internal affairs, it fostered an environment where different religious groups could thrive while contributing to the broader societal good. The legacy of the millet system continues to be a point of reference in discussions about religious coexistence and autonomy in diverse societies.

[image: IMG_256]Endowment deed for soup kitchen and school

Translation (simplified into modern English


In the name of God, the Most Merciful, the Most Compassionate.

”This is the noble deed of endowment (waqf) of Haseki Sultan, wife of the Sultan, the refuge of the world, Suleiman Khan (may his rule endure).
She has endowed, for the sake of God Almighty, out of pure devotion and desire for reward in the Hereafter, certain properties — villages, gardens, shops, and mills — located in the districts of Jerusalem and Nablus.
The revenues from these properties are to be directed perpetually and irrevocably to the benefit of the imaret (public soup kitchen) established in the blessed city of Jerusalem, near the noble Sanctuary (al-Haram al-Sharif).
The imaret shall distribute food daily to the poor, the needy, orphans, widows, travelers, students, and all those who seek nourishment. Bread and cooked dishes shall be prepared each day, without interruption, so long as the world endures.

From these revenues, salaries shall also be given to the workers of the imaret: the overseer, the cook, the baker, the servers, and the cleaners. The remainder shall be used for repairs of the building, so that it may remain strong and useful.

None may sell, transfer, or alter this endowment, for it has been set apart for God, and it is unlawful to change its purpose. Whoever violates or diminishes this waqf will have opposed the Divine Law and will bear the sin before God on the Day of Judgment.”

Written and recorded in the blessed year of 959 Hijri (1552 CE).


ENDOWMENT DEED FOR soup kitchen and school — A detailed historical document illustrating the waqf deed issued by Sultan Suleiman’s wife (Haseki Hurrem Sultan). The charter outlines a madrasah, a soup kitchen, and operational terms, shedding light on the formal nature of these charitable institutions.

These deeds were written in ornate Ottoman Turkish and usually recorded:

The founder’s name (often sultans, royal women like Haseki Hurrem Sultan, or wealthy merchants).

The endowed property (land, shops, bathhouses, fields, mills, or even entire neighborhoods).

The purpose of the waqf (funding a soup kitchen, hospital, school, mosque, orphanage, etc.).

Operational rules (how revenue would be collected and distributed, staff salaries, daily services like meals, etc.).

The specific document in that image is a reproduction of such a deed. For example, Haseki Hurrem Sultan’s famous waqf in Jerusalem (1552) used revenues from villages and shops to support a large soup kitchen (imaret) that fed the poor and travelers daily.

So the first “image” is essentially a charter of philanthropy — the written backbone of Ottoman charitable networks.

Contextual Overview of Charitable Networks via Waqf

THE WAQF SYSTEM WAS the backbone of Ottoman social welfare. Endowments funded a wide range of services, including hospitals, soup kitchens (imarets), orphanages, schools, and even public infrastructure like fountains and bridges. These charitable institutions were not merely acts of generosity; they were foundational to societal structure:

Imarets (public kitchens) served diverse segments of society—travelers, students, the poor, and religious pilgrims. They were central to the concept of sadaqa (voluntary charity) and embodied state-backed benevolence. 

Hospitals and healthcare facilities flourished thanks to waqf funding, covering costs from staff to medications. By the 11th century, many cities across the Islamic world hosted multiple waqf-supported hospitals. 

Educational and religious services were equally supported. Waqfs funded madrasas, libraries, and clergy, ensuring access to learning and spiritual support. 

Notably, women played a substantial role in shaping Ottoman charity—approximately 40% of waqfs were established by women, including prominent figures like Haseki Hurrem Sultan. Fountain Magazine

The economic footprint of waqf was massive. By some accounts, at least 12–33% of state revenues flowed through waqf institutions by the 17th and 18th centuries.
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Ottoman-era waqf document (vakfiye). It’s a formal deed of endowment written in Ottoman Turkish with Arabic calligraphy, likely from the 16th–18th century. These documents followed a highly structured legal style:

At the top is usually an invocation of God’s name (Basmala: Bismillāh al-Raḥmān al-Raḥīm).

The middle section details the donor’s identity (often a sultan, sultana, governor, or wealthy merchant), the properties endowed (villages, shops, baths, fields, etc.), and the purpose (feeding the poor, funding schools, maintaining mosques, hospitals, or orphanages).

The bottom contains legal warnings: the endowment is irrevocable, cannot be sold, altered, or inherited, and anyone who tries will face divine judgment.

Judicial Autonomy: Religious courts handled marriage, divorce, inheritance, and communal disputes, thereby reinforcing community cohesion while lightening the administrative burden of the central state.

One of the most significant features of the Ottoman millet system was the judicial autonomy granted to each community. Religious courts were entrusted with the authority to oversee the most intimate and sensitive aspects of communal life: marriage, divorce, inheritance, property disputes, and internal disagreements. This arrangement was not a minor administrative concession but a structural principle that gave each millet the ability to preserve its internal order while remaining part of the wider imperial framework. A Christian patriarch’s court in Jerusalem, a rabbinical court in Salonica, or a sharia court in Damascus all operated with state recognition, and their decisions carried legal weight across the empire.

This autonomy allowed communities to resolve disputes in accordance with their sacred texts and traditions, reinforcing their sense of identity and cohesion. For Muslims, sharia rulings carried both spiritual and legal authority, ensuring that faith and law were inseparable in matters of family life and inheritance. For Christians and Jews, the recognition of canon law and halakha meant that their way of life was not undermined by a foreign code but upheld within the empire’s legal order. This dual recognition created a harmony between imperial authority and local religious structures, avoiding the alienation that so often arises when states impose a uniform legal system over diverse populations.

At the same time, judicial autonomy lightened the administrative burden of the Ottoman state. By allowing each millet to govern its own personal and communal affairs, the empire avoided the impossible task of adjudicating every marriage dispute, inheritance claim, or internal quarrel among its diverse subjects. Instead, the central state concentrated on matters of taxation, security, and external relations, leaving the deeply personal sphere of family and community life in the hands of trusted local authorities. This division of responsibility not only maintained efficiency but also cultivated loyalty. Communities that saw their traditions respected were less likely to resist imperial authority, and more likely to see themselves as stakeholders in its stability.

Judicial autonomy thus functioned as both a practical and a symbolic pillar of Ottoman governance. Practically, it ensured that communities remained cohesive, disputes were resolved within familiar frameworks, and the empire remained administratively sustainable. Symbolically, it demonstrated the empire’s recognition that true unity was not achieved through uniformity but through respect for diversity. This balance between central sovereignty and local self-governance was one of the great strengths of the Ottoman order, and it remains a powerful example of how multi-religious societies can preserve harmony without sacrificing justice.
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The scene likely portrays a sharia court or a legal assembly, featuring men of authority in formal attire, possibly including a qadi (judge) presiding over a hearing.

Why This Image Matters for Judicial Autonomy

THIS VISUAL EFFECTIVELY brings to life the role of religious courts under the millet system:

It reflects the formality and solemnity of legal proceedings held in communal courts.

It underscores how judicial authority was vested in religious and community leaders, reaffirming internal autonomy.

It illustrates how settlements—ranging from family disputes to inheritance or marriage cases—were resolved in settings respectful of each community’s tradition.

By keeping family and communal matters within the framework of religious courts—whether sharia, canon, or halakha—the millet system preserved internal cohesion and identity, all while allowing the Ottoman central state to remain lean and focused on broader governance

The Practical Achievements of the Millet System

THE MILLET SYSTEM WAS one of the Ottoman Empire’s most enduring institutions, not only because it offered a framework for governance over a diverse population but also because it translated lofty ideals of tolerance into practical realities of daily life. Rather than dissolving cultural and religious distinctions in the name of uniformity, the Ottomans allowed them to flourish under an overarching imperial umbrella. The result was a society in which Muslims, Christians, and Jews could live side by side, each secure in their faith, customs, and institutions, while still bound together by loyalty to the empire. The practical achievements of this system are best illustrated through the harmony it nurtured in cities like Jerusalem and Gaza, the educational flourishing it enabled among minorities, the charitable networks it sustained through waqf endowments, and the judicial autonomy that preserved communal cohesion.

In Jerusalem, the city of prophets and sanctuaries, the millet system provided a framework that enabled churches, mosques, and synagogues to coexist with remarkable stability. The Christian processions of the Holy Sepulchre, the Jewish prayers at the Western Wall, and the Muslim calls to prayer from the Haram al-Sharif resounded within the same city without descending into permanent conflict. Ottoman stewardship guaranteed that each community could worship in its own sanctuaries, administer its own schools, and celebrate its own festivals. Gaza, though less often celebrated in the annals of history, similarly reflected this pluralism. It was a hub of trade and learning, where Greek merchants, Jewish artisans, and Muslim scholars participated in a shared civic life under the protection of the millet system. The stability of these arrangements made both cities centers not only of worship but of intellectual and economic vitality.

Education formed another cornerstone of millet life. Each community was entrusted with the responsibility of transmitting its traditions to the next generation through its own schools. Armenians continued to write in Armenian, Jews in Hebrew, and Greeks in Greek, their languages preserved in the classroom and safeguarded from the erosion of cultural assimilation. These schools were more than places of instruction; they were living symbols of identity. The Greek Orthodox Patriarchate in Jerusalem ran seminaries and schools that taught both theology and secular subjects, while Jewish communities invested in Hebrew-language study of scripture alongside mathematics and commerce. Armenian schools in cities such as Jerusalem and Aleppo nurtured a strong sense of cultural endurance through literature, history, and faith. In contrast to later European colonial models that often imposed a singular cultural template upon their subjects, the Ottoman system provided the space for languages and traditions to thrive. In this way, education was not a threat to empire but a pillar of its resilience.

Equally significant were the charitable networks that sustained the poor and vulnerable. Central to this was the waqf, the religious endowment that funded hospitals, soup kitchens, schools, and orphanages across the empire. Each millet harnessed this mechanism to care for its own people. A Muslim waqf might provide free bread for the poor near a mosque in Jerusalem, while a Christian waqf could sustain a hospice for pilgrims visiting holy sites, and a Jewish waqf might maintain a school or support widows. The genius of this system was that it allowed charity to flow from within communities rather than being imposed from above. It fostered a sense of ownership, dignity, and solidarity among minorities, who knew that their vulnerable would not be abandoned but sustained by institutions rooted in their faith. In Gaza, where commerce brought wealth but also poverty, waqf-funded soup kitchens and hospitals ensured that no group was left behind. These charitable structures were vital in creating an atmosphere of mutual respect and practical stability, strengthening the bonds of community life.

The judicial autonomy granted to each millet reinforced this cohesion by ensuring that family and communal matters remained under the jurisdiction of religious courts. Marriage, divorce, inheritance, and internal disputes were adjudicated according to the sacred laws of each community: sharia for Muslims, canon law for Christians, and halakha for Jews. This arrangement allowed individuals to live in accordance with their traditions without interference from an external authority. The state recognized these rulings, integrating them into the broader imperial order. In practice, this meant that a Christian widow in Jerusalem could claim her inheritance under the authority of her patriarch’s court, while a Jewish merchant’s will could be executed through rabbinical judgment, both cases acknowledged by the empire as valid. By delegating such sensitive matters to religious authorities, the Ottoman state not only reduced its administrative burden but also prevented the alienation that often arose when states sought to override local custom with uniform legal codes. Judicial autonomy was thus the keystone that sustained the other pillars of the millet system — religious harmony, education, and charitable life — binding them into a coherent framework of coexistence.

Taken together, these achievements demonstrate that the millet system was not a mere administrative convenience but a profound model of governance that enabled diversity without sacrificing unity. It allowed for religious freedom without fragmentation, education without assimilation, charity without dependency, and justice without coercion. In cities like Jerusalem and Gaza, this translated into a lived reality of coexistence that stood in sharp contrast to the violent sectarianism and cultural erasures that marked other parts of the world. The Ottoman millet system, for all its limitations, remains one of history’s most remarkable experiments in pluralism, proving that an empire could endure not by erasing differences but by cultivating them within a shared political framework.

Contrast with Imperialism

UNLIKE EUROPEAN COLONIAL empires of the same era, the Ottomans never pursued cultural imperialism. They did not impose Turkish as the sole administrative language, nor did they demand conversion to Islam. Arabic remained the language of faith and learning in Arab provinces, Greek in Orthodox communities, and Armenian in Armenian churches. In Palestine, Arabic was not only preserved but flourished under Ottoman administration, with Gaza and Jerusalem producing scholars, poets, and jurists.

Where European powers justified their empires through conquest and forced assimilation, the Ottomans built theirs on justice, autonomy, and coexistence. It is for this reason that the Ottoman Empire stands as the only great empire of its time that did not erase the identities of its subject peoples.

Legacy of the Millet System

THE MILLET SYSTEM BECAME the glue that held together an empire of extraordinary diversity. In a world where many states pursued unity through violence and forced homogenization, the Ottomans offered a model of unity through diversity. Their empire endured precisely because it recognized the dignity of difference and balanced it with overarching loyalty to the sultan and state.

For Muslim-majority provinces like Palestine, Syria, and Iraq, this system reinforced their Islamic identity while simultaneously guaranteeing the rights of Christians and Jews, creating a culture of tolerance unique in world history. It was through this balance that the empire not only survived but thrived for centuries, becoming a sanctuary for persecuted peoples — including Jews expelled from Spain in 1492, who found refuge under Ottoman protection.
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●  Archival document (imperial berat) granting privileges to the Greek Patriarch.

●  A 17th-century depiction of diverse religious communities in Ottoman Jerusalem.


[image: IMG_256]An Ottoman decree protecting Jewish refugees from Spain, preserved in Topkapı Palace

The Ottoman Empire, at the height of its territorial and political power, governed a sprawling population that extended across three continents and encompassed a remarkable diversity of languages, ethnicities, and religious traditions. To manage this extraordinary plurality, the Ottomans developed the millet system, a unique form of governance that granted religious communities significant internal autonomy while maintaining their ultimate loyalty to the Sultan. The primary millets included Muslims, who formed the dominant group and were governed by Shari‘a law; Greek Orthodox Christians, organized under the Rum millet; Armenians, initially united under the Gregorian millet and later subdivided into Catholic and Protestant millets; and Jews, who were led by the Hakham Bashi, the Chief Rabbi. Each millet was entrusted with substantial powers that enabled it to regulate the personal and communal affairs of its members, preserving the moral, legal, and cultural traditions essential to each faith while still contributing to the cohesion and functioning of the empire as a whole.

Within this framework, the millets were authorized to adjudicate matters of marriage, divorce, and inheritance according to their own religious laws, ensuring that each community could maintain its internal social structures and norms. Beyond these personal and legal affairs, the millets collected taxes from their members and remitted the required amounts to the Ottoman treasury, creating a system that combined fiscal responsibility with local autonomy. Religious and educational institutions fell under the authority of the millets, enabling them to maintain schools, churches, and synagogues that nurtured the intellectual, spiritual, and cultural life of their communities. Importantly, the millets served as formal intermediaries between their members and the central authority, with leaders such as patriarchs and chief rabbis acting as representatives before the Sultan. Through this channel, each millet could present grievances, negotiate privileges, and participate in governance indirectly, while the empire benefited from a stable and structured method of administration across its vast and diverse territories.

The millet system had far-reaching implications for the Ottoman Empire and for the broader understanding of governance in multi-religious societies. By institutionalizing religious pluralism, it allowed different communities to live according to their own traditions and laws while coexisting within a single imperial framework. This model successfully prevented the kinds of sectarian conflict that frequently engulfed contemporary European states, where rulers often sought to impose religious uniformity through coercion, forced conversion, or violent persecution. For centuries, the Ottoman system provided a framework in which communities could flourish in relative peace, preserving distinct languages, customs, and religious practices while remaining part of a broader political order. At the same time, the millet system also reinforced separateness among communities, cultivating social boundaries that limited opportunities for the emergence of a unified Ottoman identity. Communal loyalty often took precedence over civic identity, creating both stability and structural division, which later complicated efforts at modernization, centralization, and nation-building during the empire’s final centuries.

Despite these limitations, the millets contributed significantly to the empire’s resilience and longevity. They ensured that local needs could be addressed without requiring constant intervention from the central government, fostering a sense of self-governance and community cohesion. Greek Orthodox Christians maintained schools that preserved Hellenic culture and literature, Armenians developed their own legal and educational institutions, and Jewish communities maintained vibrant centers of learning, trade, and religious scholarship. These institutions not only reinforced the identity of each millet but also enriched Ottoman society as a whole, creating a cultural mosaic in which multiple traditions coexisted and interacted. The millet system stands as a testament to the Ottoman Empire’s pragmatic approach to governance, balancing the autonomy of communities with imperial authority, and offering a model of how diversity can be managed effectively over centuries. Its legacy endures as a historical example of institutionalized pluralism, highlighting both the potential benefits and inherent challenges of governing a multiethnic, multireligious society. It demonstrates the empire’s ability to maintain order, stability, and relative harmony across a vast and complex population, while also illustrating the persistent tension between communal autonomy and the formation of a collective political identity—a tension that continues to resonate in diverse societies today.

Imtiyazat: Privileges that Weakened an Empire

THE OTTOMANS, ONCE the guardians of the Muslim world and a beacon of civilization, gradually undermined their own sovereignty through a series of agreements known as imtiyazat, or capitulations. Initially introduced in the 16th century as instruments of diplomacy and trade, these privileges granted to European powers were intended to foster commercial ties and secure temporary alliances. In their earliest form, they seemed harmless and even advantageous, offering incentives for France, Venice, and England to engage in trade within Ottoman territories. Yet what began as calculated diplomacy eventually mutated into a system of dependency and exploitation, one that opened the very veins of the empire for foreign intrusion.

At first, the benefits seemed practical: European merchants were exempted from certain taxes, customs duties were relaxed to encourage commerce, and foreign communities were allowed to establish churches, schools, and trading colonies under the protection of their own consuls. These privileges, however, carried a hidden poison. By granting foreigners the right to be judged not in Ottoman courts but in their own consular courts, the empire effectively surrendered its judicial sovereignty piece by piece. What was initially a diplomatic gesture to cultivate alliances against rival European states soon eroded the pillars of Islamic justice, as Qur’anic law was displaced by foreign consular jurisdiction within the heart of Muslim lands.

By the 18th and 19th centuries, the imtiyazat had expanded far beyond their original purpose. European merchants flooded Ottoman markets with cheap manufactured goods, devastating local industries that had once flourished under Islamic economic principles of balance and fair trade. Artisans and guilds found themselves unable to compete with the influx of European textiles and manufactured products, which were exempt from many taxes thanks to capitulatory treaties. The empire’s economy became tilted toward European dominance, draining wealth from within and enriching outsiders. Meanwhile, Christian missionaries, protected under the same agreements, established schools, orphanages, and churches that doubled as cultural outposts of Europe, spreading Western influence deep into the Ottoman heartland.

The capitulations also worked hand-in-hand with the empire’s internal reforms during the Tanzimat era. Rulers, eager to impress Europe and integrate into its “civilized order,” leaned more heavily on Western-inspired legal codes. These codes, modeled on French and German systems, diluted Qur’anic principles and further weakened Shari‘a as the foundation of governance. The result was a legal duality—on one side, the timeless Qur’anic law that had once guided and stabilized the empire; on the other, Western legal frameworks imposed in the name of progress. This duality sowed confusion, undermined the authority of the ulama, and fractured the cohesion of Muslim society.

The broader social consequences of the imtiyazat were equally devastating. The millet system, once a strength of the empire that allowed diverse communities to live under their own religious authorities in harmony, now became a tool of foreign manipulation. European powers increasingly acted as protectors of specific Christian communities within the empire—France over Catholics, Russia over Orthodox Christians, Britain over Protestants. These interventions stoked separatist ambitions, fueling the Greek revolt, the Armenian question, and Balkan nationalism. What had once been a system of unity under the Caliph’s protection was transformed into a breeding ground for division and fragmentation, with European states standing ready to exploit every weakness.

By the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire had become known across Europe as the “Sick Man.” Its economic independence was crippled, its judicial sovereignty compromised, and its cultural cohesion undermined. The imtiyazat had done more than weaken the state; they had hollowed out the very essence of the Islamic order that had once made the empire a world power.

But these concessions to foreigners did not exist in isolation. They coincided with another, equally destructive trend: the abandonment of Qur’anic-based education and the simultaneous importation of secular Western schooling. The traditional medrese system, corrupted into mere rote memorization centers producing hafiz without intellectual breadth, had already failed to cultivate critical, Qur’an-centered thinkers who could guide society. Into this vacuum entered European-style schools, promoted by sultans like Abdülmecid and Abdülhamid II, which trained a new elite in the ways of the West. These schools taught science and administration, yes, but severed from Qur’anic philosophy. Their graduates were not guided by divine principles but by the rationalism and secularism of Europe.

Thus, the Ottoman Empire found itself caught between two extremes: a decayed medrese system that no longer nurtured the intellectual spirit of Islam, and Western schools that alienated Muslims from their faith and molded them into imitators of Europe. The imtiyazat gave Europe external control over trade, courts, and minorities, while secular schools gave Europe internal control over the minds of Ottoman youth. Together, these forces stripped the empire of its independence, spiritually and materially.

The ultimate lesson of the imtiyazat is not merely political or economic—it is spiritual. The Qur’an had provided the early Muslims with a complete framework for justice, trade, governance, and learning. The Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, left no command that Muslims should follow his words after his death; he left them with the Book of God, sufficient as guidance. But in the centuries that followed, Muslims allowed tradition, imitation, and foreign influence to take precedence over the Qur’an itself. The medrese reduced the Qur’an to sound without meaning, while the imtiyazat reduced the empire to a state without sovereignty. Both paths were betrayals of the divine trust.

In the end, the Ottoman collapse was not simply the result of foreign pressure or military weakness. It was the culmination of a long process of abandoning Qur’anic principles, surrendering first the mind of the Muslim to rote memorization, then the markets to foreign merchants, then the courts to foreign consuls, and finally the hearts of the young to secular Western education. What remained was an empire emptied of its spiritual foundation, vulnerable to division and conquest.

The history of the imtiyazat is therefore a cautionary tale for Muslims today. True independence, true strength, and true flourishing come only from adhering strictly to the Qur’an as the sole source of guidance. Where the Ottomans allowed compromise, Islam demands clarity. Where they trusted foreign treaties and foreign schools, Islam calls for reliance on God’s Book and the cultivation of a thinking, believing community rooted in it. Without this, every state—no matter how grand—will eventually suffer the same fate as the Ottomans, who once held the world in awe but ended as a pawn of Europe’s games.

Content & Meaning (Based on Comparative Firman Analysis)

WHILE THE FULL OTTOMAN Turkish text remains untranslated here, we can glean themes and intentions from similar firmans and documented reforms of the era:

Limiting Arbitrary Power: Firmans of this period, especially under Mahmud II, curtailed the arbitrary authority of provincial governors. One decree explicitly forbade local rulers from enforcing capital punishment without a duly issued legal judgment by a kadi (Islamic judge) and introduced an appeals process extending to the Sultan himself .

Tax and Governance Reform: A separate firman from 22 February 1834 abolished exploitative regional charges, insisted that provinces collect finance only twice per year, and mandated that oppressive practices were both against divine will and imperial order richmond.emuseum.com.

Ethical Administration: A powerful excerpt captures Sultan Mahmud II's moral stance:


“No one is ignorant that I am bound to support all my subjects against vexatious proceedings; to endeavor unceasingly to lighten, instead of increasing their burdens, and to ensure peace and tranquility. Therefore, these acts of oppression are at once contrary to the will of God and to my imperial orders.” richmond.emuseum.com


These quotes reflect not only a shift toward centralized rule but also an appeal to both religious and moral authority—highlighting how the Sultan sought to align his reforms with Qur’anic justice even as he modernized.

The Firman, Reform, and the Road to Collapse

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY was a turning point in Ottoman history, a moment when the empire struggled to hold together its vast domains under the immense pressures of European expansion, nationalist uprisings, and internal decay. In this struggle, the firman—imperial decrees issued by the Sultan—became both a tool of reform and a mirror of the empire’s weakening sovereignty. To read these firmans is to hear the empire’s final heartbeat, at once infused with moral appeals to Qur’anic justice and entangled in the contradictions of Western-inspired modernization.

Under Sultan Mahmud II, reform became unavoidable. The power of provincial governors had grown unruly, their unchecked authority allowing them to impose taxes at will, to execute without trial, and to drain the people of their livelihood. Mahmud sought to reverse this dangerous decentralization through imperial decrees that emphasized both legal accountability and moral responsibility. One such firman forbade governors from enforcing capital punishment without a proper judgment by a kadi, the Islamic judge. Even in an age when European legal systems were gaining prestige, Mahmud grounded his legitimacy in the framework of Shari‘a, ensuring that justice remained tied to divine command rather than human whim. Moreover, by introducing an appeals process that reached all the way to the Sultan himself, Mahmud presented his authority not as arbitrary despotism but as the highest guarantor of justice for his subjects.

Another firman from 1834 tackled the issue of taxation, which had long been the source of corruption and oppression in the provinces. Mahmud abolished exploitative regional charges, restricting taxation to two lawful collections per year, and condemned oppressive practices as contrary to both the will of God and imperial order. His words carried a striking moral resonance: “No one is ignorant that I am bound to support all my subjects against vexatious proceedings; to endeavor unceasingly to lighten, instead of increasing their burdens, and to ensure peace and tranquility. Therefore, these acts of oppression are at once contrary to the will of God and to my imperial orders.” In these lines, one hears the Sultan’s desperate attempt to balance the demands of modern administration with the ethical responsibilities of an Islamic ruler. Mahmud II clothed his reforms in religious legitimacy, not only to silence critics but also because he knew that the strength of the empire lay in its ability to harmonize governance with Qur’anic justice.

Yet these reforms, however noble in intent, opened the door to an irreversible contradiction. By curbing arbitrary provincial power and centralizing authority, Mahmud inevitably increased the influence of Western-trained bureaucrats, reformist elites, and military officers who were more inspired by European models of statecraft than by the Qur’an. The Tanzimat reforms that followed in the mid-nineteenth century accelerated this process. They codified new legal systems, established secular schools, and invited European advisors into the very heart of Ottoman administration. What began as a sincere effort to cleanse the empire of corruption and injustice gradually became an avenue for foreign infiltration and the erosion of Islamic authority.

This trajectory culminated in the constitutional movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Sultan Abdülhamid II initially embraced the constitution of 1876 but quickly suspended it, recognizing that its framework—drafted under heavy European pressure—was a Trojan horse that threatened the sovereignty of the caliphate. For three decades, he resisted Zionist demands, checked the expansion of missionary schools, and defended the unity of the Muslim community. But by 1908, the Young Turk movement, deeply tied to Masonic lodges and Western education, forced the restoration of the constitution. The proclamation was celebrated as a victory of liberty, but in reality, it marked the empire’s submission to secular nationalism and foreign manipulation.

The firmans of Mahmud II, when compared to the proclamations of the Young Turk revolution, reveal the tragic arc of Ottoman reform. Mahmud’s decrees still spoke the language of Qur’anic justice. They sought to lighten the burdens of the people and protect them from corruption while asserting the Sultan’s sacred duty as guardian of divine order. The Young Turks, by contrast, clothed themselves in the rhetoric of European liberalism, promising equality, fraternity, and progress, but their program systematically dismantled the last defenses of the caliphate. Where Mahmud anchored reform in God’s will, the Young Turks anchored it in secular nationalism. Where Mahmud sought to centralize authority under the Sultan-Caliph, the Young Turks sought to reduce the Sultan to a figurehead under a Western-modeled parliament.

The proclamation of the constitution in 1908, captured in the famous image of crowds gathered in celebration, was more than a political moment; it was the symbolic burial of the Ottoman Islamic order. Behind the jubilation stood the hidden hand of Zionist financiers, European diplomats, and missionary institutions that had long exploited the capitulatory privileges granted by earlier sultans. Robert College graduates, trained in Western modes of thought, joined the Young Turks in their effort to dismantle the very Islamic framework that had once made the empire strong. What Mahmud had tried to protect through moral appeals in his firmans was now drowned in the tide of secularism and foreign influence.

The consequences were catastrophic. With the fall of Abdülhamid II, the last great defender of the caliphate, the empire descended into wars it could not win, revolutions it could not control, and debts it could not repay. The Qur’anic balance between power and justice, once preserved through the moral tone of firmans, gave way to the law of the jungle, where Western powers dictated terms and local nationalists tore the empire apart. By 1924, not only had the Ottoman state collapsed, but the institution of the caliphate itself was abolished, leaving the Muslim world fragmented, humiliated, and vulnerable to colonial domination.

Thus, the comparison of Mahmud II’s reformist firmans with the constitutional proclamations of the Young Turks highlights a profound dilemma: the empire’s attempt to modernize while remaining faithful to Islam was gradually transformed into a modernization project emptied of Islam altogether. The firman once stood as the voice of a Sultan reminding his subjects that governance must be in harmony with divine justice. By the early twentieth century, that voice had been silenced, replaced by parliaments and constitutions that carried the form of progress but none of its moral substance. In this loss, the decline of the Ottoman Empire is laid bare—not merely as a political collapse but as the failure of a civilization to remain anchored in its own spiritual foundation while facing the storms of modernity.

Young Turks and Secular Intellectuals

THE LATE NINETEENTH and early twentieth centuries marked the emergence of a new intellectual and political class within the Ottoman Empire. These were the Young Ottomans, and later, the Young Turks, who believed the empire’s survival depended on radical Westernization. They were not products of the medreses or Qur’anic circles, but of secular Western-style schools that had been planted in the empire under missionary and diplomatic influence. Robert College, founded in Istanbul in 1863 by American Protestant missionaries Cyrus Hamlin and Christopher Robert, became a particularly powerful incubator of new elites. Its curriculum emphasized English, French, modern sciences, and Western political philosophy, often in opposition to the Qur’anic framework that had long guided Ottoman learning.

From the classrooms of Robert College, as well as institutions like Galatasaray Lycée and the Imperial Medical School, came a generation of bureaucrats, doctors, journalists, and reformers who increasingly viewed Islamic law and Ottoman pluralism as relics of the past. Among the notable graduates and affiliates were Ahmed Emin (later Ahmed Emin Yalman), a journalist who became an ardent supporter of liberal nationalism, and Halide Edib (later Halide Edib Adıvar), who blended Western feminism with Turkish nationalism. Though not all graduates joined the Young Turks, Robert College became a hub for ideas that nourished their cause. Its students absorbed European liberalism, secularism, and even social Darwinism, ideas that would profoundly shape the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), the driving force behind the Young Turk Revolution of 1908.

These intellectuals were enthralled by European models, particularly French constitutionalism and nationalism. Rather than seeing Islam as a unifying and civilizational force, they sought to emulate the nation-state system of Europe. The early Ottomans had harmonized revelation with reason, as Andalusian scholars once did, cultivating both Qur’anic knowledge and worldly sciences. But this later generation pursued reason detached from revelation. For them, progress meant imitating Europe—its parliaments, its military systems, its secular educational methods—without asking whether such institutions were compatible with an empire founded on Qur’anic justice.

Robert College also introduced its students to missionary networks and to Western views of the “Eastern Question.” Zionist leaders like Theodor Herzl and Chaim Weizmann recognized the value of these new Western-oriented elites, who were more likely to entertain proposals for Jewish settlement in Palestine. Sultan Abdulhamid II had firmly rejected Herzl’s offers, declaring that “Palestine is not mine to give away, it belongs to the community.” But when the Young Turks forced Abdulhamid from power in 1909, Zionist lobbying found a more receptive audience. Certain members of the CUP, influenced by Western legal concepts of property and nationhood, opened the door to increased Jewish land acquisition in Palestine. This was not merely a political shift; it represented a spiritual betrayal, as leaders who should have defended Islamic lands against colonization instead internalized the language of liberal contracts and international law.

The Young Turks’ obsession with Western-style modernization carried disastrous consequences. Their policy of Turkification alienated Arab, Kurdish, and Albanian Muslims, who had once bound themselves to the Sultan-Caliph under the Qur’an and the millet system. Their reliance on Germany, Britain, and France left the empire vulnerable to foreign manipulation. Instead of resisting European imperial designs, they became pawns in them—believing naïvely that Western powers would protect them against Russia while those same powers plotted the empire’s partition.

Figures such as Ahmed Emin Yalman embodied this tragic intellectual shift. Educated at Robert College and later in the United States, Yalman championed secular liberal democracy and supported the CUP, only to later recognize how its authoritarianism and Western dependence hastened collapse. Halide Edib, also a Robert College alumna, glorified Western pedagogy and became a voice for nationalism, but in doing so participated in severing Ottoman pluralism from its Islamic roots. Even military officers like Enver Pasha, though not Robert College graduates, were deeply shaped by German and French models of discipline, strategy, and thought, to the detriment of Ottoman independence.

The irony of this generation is striking. They claimed to seek freedom, progress, and national rejuvenation, but their tools were borrowed, their philosophies alien, and their loyalties confused. They severed the empire from its Qur’anic foundations while embracing ideologies that had no root in their soil. Their “modernization” fragmented the empire’s peoples, accommodated Zionist ambitions in Palestine, and surrendered Ottoman independence to the manipulations of Europe.

The contribution of the Young Turks and their secular intellectual allies to the empire’s collapse cannot be overstated. In their rejection of revelation and their reliance on Western institutions such as Robert College, they helped produce a generation of leaders who no longer thought in the language of the Qur’an but in the idioms of Rousseau, Montesquieu, and Comte. This spiritual estrangement prepared the ground for political collapse. The empire that had once been sustained by Qur’anic justice and unity disintegrated under the weight of foreign ideas and foreign influence.

In the end, the Young Turks stand as both a symptom and a cause of Ottoman decline. They were the product of an educational and intellectual system that abandoned the harmonization of Islam and science which had flourished in Andalusia and early Ottoman centuries. They mistook Westernization for salvation, Zionist promises for partnership, and European approval for legitimacy. By doing so, they accelerated the dismemberment of the last great Islamic empire. Their story remains a sobering lesson: when a people forsakes its own revelation-based foundations in pursuit of foreign models, it risks not only political ruin but also the erosion of its very soul.

The Ottoman Empire, once a beacon of justice, unity, and Qur’anic governance, entered its long decline not from external force alone but from within. The very firmans issued by reformist sultans, beginning especially with Mahmud II, stand as testimonies of this inner struggle. Cloaked in the sacred language of justice and divine will, these decrees sought to modernize administration, curb provincial tyranny, and centralize authority. They declared the Sultan’s duty to protect his people from oppression, to ensure fairness in taxation, and to align imperial order with the will of God. Yet beneath this noble veneer lay a paradox: the more reforms claimed to draw from the Qur’an, the further the empire drifted from Qur’anic centrality as the true foundation of governance.

This was the Ottoman dilemma. On the one hand, the empire could not survive without modernization in a world where European powers dominated trade, diplomacy, and warfare. On the other, modernization, as it unfolded through Tanzimat reforms, secular education, and foreign-inspired institutions, came at the cost of eroding the spiritual roots that had once given Ottoman rule its strength. The Qur’an, once the living constitution of the community, was increasingly reduced to a ceremonial ornament—recited in Arabic by scholars and in mosques, but divorced from the daily political, social, and economic life of the people. The millet system, which had long ensured harmony among Muslims and non-Muslims, began to unravel under the pressure of Western nationalism and foreign protection of minorities. What was once a strength became a wedge of separatism and foreign interference.

The intellectuals of the 19th century carried this contradiction further. Groups such as the Young Ottomans and later the Young Turks rejected the Qur’an as the organizing principle of society and openly embraced Western philosophies—liberalism, nationalism, and secular constitutionalism. Their rhetoric invoked freedom, equality, and progress, yet their political ambitions were modeled on the very European powers who sought to dismantle the Ottoman state. Zionists, foreign missionaries, and colonial diplomats found in these secular intellectuals fertile ground for their agendas, accelerating the fragmentation of the empire from within. What began as a cautious adaptation to Western military and educational models in the time of Abdulhamid II grew into open rebellion against the Sultanate itself, culminating in coups and conspiracies that sought to erase the very identity of the empire.

This process was not simply political. It was spiritual. In the early centuries of Islam—whether in the brilliance of Andalusia or the rising days of the Ottomans—Muslims united the Qur’an with the pursuit of knowledge. Arabic was not merely recited but understood, debated, and applied. The sciences of mathematics, astronomy, medicine, and philosophy flourished precisely because they were seen as reflections of divine order, inseparable from revelation. But by the 18th and 19th centuries, Ottoman medreses had shrunk into institutions teaching only rote memorization of Arabic Qur’an without translation, without connection to the minds and lives of ordinary people. The halk, the everyday Ottoman people, ceased to read and reflect on the Qur’an in their own tongue, turning instead to superficial ritual while abandoning the deep thinking and application that had once made Islamic civilization a leader in the world. This disconnection between revelation and life weakened the moral fiber of society and left the empire vulnerable to outside influence.

The ruling elites, meanwhile, increasingly fell in love with the West. Believing that Britain, France, and Germany would protect them from Russian expansion, Ottoman rulers entered into unequal treaties, opened Western-modeled schools, and adopted foreign advisors. The imtiyazat—the capitulations—crippled the empire’s sovereignty, draining its economy and undermining its courts. Zionist settlers, protected by European powers, established footholds in Palestine with alarming speed, all while Ottoman administrators, distracted by their own corruption and their dependence on foreign states, allowed the Islamic character of the empire to erode. Thus, the empire was hollowed out: outwardly still strong in ritual and symbolism, but inwardly emptied of Qur’anic vitality.

The collapse of the Ottoman Empire, therefore, cannot be explained by military defeats or foreign conspiracies alone. Its roots lay deeper—in the failure to hold fast to the Qur’an as the living guide of governance, justice, and knowledge. When the people ceased to engage with the Qur’an in their own language, when rulers replaced divine law with Western legal codes, when medreses abandoned the sciences once cultivated under the banner of tawhid, the empire’s decline became inevitable. The Qur’an itself had promised: “Indeed, Allah will not change the condition of a people until they change what is in themselves.” The Ottomans, having abandoned what had made them strong, invited the very collapse they feared.

By the time the Young Turks and secular intellectuals rose to prominence, the empire was already spiritually exhausted. Their coups against Abdulhamid II and their embrace of European constitutionalism were but the final strokes of a long process of erosion. In the name of progress, they severed the last thread connecting Ottoman rule to the divine guidance of the Qur’an. What followed was not renewal, but disintegration—the carving of Muslim lands into colonial possessions, the betrayal of Palestine, and the dissolution of the last great Islamic state.

The lesson of this history is clear. An empire, no matter how vast or powerful, cannot survive once it abandons the source of its spiritual and moral strength. The Ottomans fell not because Islam failed them, but because they failed Islam—choosing instead the illusions of Western power, the corruption of elites, and the hollow promise of secular reform. In forgetting the Qur’an as a guide for both rulers and the halk, they lost their unity, their purpose, and ultimately their place in history.

The fall of the Ottoman Empire is thus not only the story of one dynasty or one state. It is the story of what happens when a people, blessed with revelation, neglect its wisdom, fail to apply its principles, and seek refuge instead in foreign ideologies. Its collapse is a warning etched in history for all who come after: without the Qur’an as the foundation of life, governance, and knowledge, no civilization—however glorious—can endure.
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Chapter 4: The Last Two Centuries of Weakness
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Ideological Shift and the Young Turks Movement

The final two centuries of the Ottoman Empire were marked by both internal fragmentation and external pressures that gradually eroded the cohesion of one of history’s most enduring empires. Among the most consequential internal movements were the Young Turks, whose nationalist ideology placed ethnic and linguistic identity above the traditional Islamic framework that had long provided a unifying moral and social order. Many Young Turks were educated in Western-style schools in Istanbul and abroad, embracing secularism, modernization, and European political models, often at the expense of Islamic values. While their intention was to strengthen the empire, the effect was paradoxical: by privileging nationalism over religion, they alienated large segments of the population who had long identified with the Ottoman Caliphate as both a political and spiritual institution. This ideological pivot weakened the spiritual cohesion that had allowed the empire’s diverse populations to coexist under the millet system, leaving communities more susceptible to division, unrest, and eventual colonial encroachment.

Ottoman Alliances with European Powers

EXTERNAL ALLIANCES further compounded the empire’s vulnerability. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Ottoman rulers increasingly relied on Germany, Britain, and France for trade, military advice, and diplomatic support. These relationships, while often tactical, introduced profound dependency and exposed the empire to manipulation by European powers with global imperial ambitions. Germany provided technical and military assistance, including the modernization of the Ottoman army and infrastructure projects such as railways, yet this alliance also bound the empire to European strategic interests. Britain and France pursued a dual approach of military support and territorial pressure, simultaneously offering assistance and undermining Ottoman sovereignty. This intricate web of alliances left the empire vulnerable to exploitation, particularly in regions such as Palestine, Syria, and Iraq, where European colonial ambitions intersected with emerging nationalist and Zionist movements.

The Early Zionist Project in Ottoman Palestine

THIS PERIOD ALSO WITNESSED the early stages of the Zionist project, which took advantage of Ottoman weakness and European influence to establish a foothold in Palestine. European powers, especially Britain, saw the strategic value of supporting Zionist aspirations as part of their broader imperial ambitions, often at the expense of existing Muslim and Christian communities. The Ottoman failure to maintain both political and spiritual cohesion allowed these external forces to manipulate local populations and carve out zones of influence that would later facilitate the establishment of the state of Israel.

Legacy of Decline

THE LAST TWO CENTURIES of Ottoman history serve as a cautionary tale: the combination of ideological drift, internal division, and external interference can dismantle even the most resilient empires. The empire’s reliance on European powers, the embrace of secular nationalism over Islamic unity, and the inability to integrate rising nationalist movements into a cohesive social order all contributed to its ultimate dissolution. This period laid the groundwork not only for the modern Turkish state but also for the geopolitical transformations that would reshape the Middle East, leaving a legacy of contested territories, displaced populations, and the seeds of conflict that continue to reverberate into the present.

The Young Turks Movement: Nationalism Over Islam

THE YOUNG TURKS, A coalition of reformist groups in the late Ottoman Empire, orchestrated a coup on July 24, 1908, aiming to restore the constitutional government established in 1876. Their movement emerged in response to decades of autocratic rule under Sultan Abdülhamid II, particularly during a period marked by foreign intervention and internal discontent among various ethnic and religious groups within the empire. 

The Young Turks Movement emerged in the late 19th century as a response to the growing discontent with Sultan Abdülhamid II's authoritarian regime in the Ottoman Empire. This coalition of reformist groups, including the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), sought to restore the constitutional government established in 1876 and address the empire's internal and external challenges. The movement gained momentum among young military officers and intellectuals who were disillusioned with the empire's decline and the sultan's despotic rule. Their efforts culminated in the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, which successfully reinstated the constitution and ushered in a new era of political reform.

Initially, the Young Turks aimed to modernize the Ottoman Empire by promoting constitutionalism, secularism, and centralization. They envisioned a multi-ethnic and multi-religious state where diverse communities could coexist under a unified legal framework. However, as they consolidated power, the Young Turks increasingly emphasized Turkish nationalism as the cornerstone of their political ideology. This shift marked a departure from the inclusive Ottoman identity that had previously been based on Islamic unity and loyalty to the sultan.

The rise of Turkish nationalism among the Young Turks had profound implications for the empire's diverse populations. The emphasis on a singular Turkish identity marginalized non-Turkish ethnic groups, particularly Arabs, Kurds, Armenians, and Greeks, who had previously enjoyed a degree of autonomy under the millet system. The CUP's policies of "Turkification" sought to assimilate these groups into a homogeneous Turkish national identity, often through coercive measures such as language imposition, cultural suppression, and resettlement programs. These policies exacerbated ethnic tensions and contributed to the erosion of the empire's multicultural fabric.

The Young Turks' focus on Turkish nationalism also influenced their foreign policy decisions. In their efforts to strengthen the empire and assert its sovereignty, they sought alliances with European powers, including Germany, Britain, and France. These alliances, however, were often driven by pragmatic considerations rather than ideological alignment. The empire's involvement in World War I on the side of the Central Powers further strained relations with its neighbors and led to significant territorial losses.

Internally, the Young Turks' authoritarian tendencies became more pronounced after the 1908 revolution. Despite initial promises of democratic reforms, the CUP increasingly resorted to repressive measures to maintain control. The 1913 coup d'état, known as the Raid on the Sublime Porte, effectively ended the Second Constitutional Era and established a military dictatorship under the CUP. This period was marked by political purges, censorship, and the suppression of dissent, undermining the democratic ideals that had initially inspired the movement.

The culmination of the Young Turks' policies was the Armenian Genocide of 1915–1917, during which an estimated 1.5 million Armenians were systematically exterminated. This atrocity was carried out under the guise of wartime necessity and national security but was rooted in the CUP's nationalist ideology and desire to homogenize the empire's population. The genocide remains a deeply contentious issue and a dark chapter in the history of the Young Turks Movement.

In conclusion, the Young Turks Movement began as a reformist initiative aimed at modernizing the Ottoman Empire and restoring constitutional governance. However, over time, it evolved into a nationalist project that prioritized Turkish identity over Islamic unity and marginalized the empire's diverse ethnic and religious communities. The movement's legacy is complex, characterized by both significant reforms and profound injustices, and continues to influence the political landscape of modern Turkey.

[image: IMG_256]A group of men from the late Ottoman period,associated with the Young Turks movement

Clothing: The men wear a mix of traditional Ottoman attire and early modern military uniforms. The presence of the fez (a traditional Ottoman hat) and tunics suggests late 19th to early 20th century.

Composition: The seated and standing arrangement is typical of formal group portraits of influential officials, military officers, or intellectuals.

Historical context: The Young Turks were a reformist and nationalist coalition active in the late Ottoman Empire, particularly around the 1908 Revolution, aiming to restore the constitution and modernize the state. Many leaders were military officers or intellectuals educated in Western-style schools, matching the appearance of the men in this photo.

Significance

THIS TYPE OF IMAGE would have been used to record key members of the movement or committee meetings, possibly the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which became the political core of the Young Turks. It visually represents the blend of Ottoman tradition and modernizing reformist ambition characteristic of the Young Turks.

The Young Turk Revolution was victorious. This, however, was only a partial victory. The Young Turks feared the masses’ revolutionary initiative and tried to come to an understanding with the former government. Instead of forming a new cabinet, they allowed power to remain in the hands of the Sultan and his cabinet from which only the most compromised members were removed.

“It is only half a victory,” Lenin wrote of the first successes of the Young Turk   Revolution, “or even less, since Turkey’s Nicholas II has so far managed to   get away with a promise to restore the celebrated Turkish constitution.”   [Lenin, Collected Works, Vol. 15, p. 183.]
Primary Sources and Historical Documents
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GENÇ KALEMLER PUBLICATION (Young Pens)

Translation of the front cover of the above publication

TITLE (TOP):
Mehâsin-i Etibâr
(The Virtues of Consideration / The Charms of Esteem)
Below Title:
Başlıca Cild
(First Volume)
Middle Section:
Jild 1
(Volume 1)
Fasıl 3 – Şubat
(Section 3 – February)
Publishing Note:
Bâ irâde-i Âlîye ile tıbh ve neşr-i imtiyazî "Hakkı" matbaasında neşr olundu
(Published with the Sublime Authority and privileged printing at the “Hakkı” Press)
Bottom Section:
İstanbul, Devlet-i Aliye-i Osmaniye Matbaası... 1296
(Istanbul, Ottoman State Printing House... 1296 [Islamic Calendar, corresponding to 1879–1880 Gregorian])
Genç Kalemler (Young Pens)

GENÇ KALEMLER WAS A significant literary and cultural magazine published between 1911 and 1912 in Thessaloniki. Founded by prominent figures such as Ziya Gökalp, Ömer Seyfettin, and Ali Canip Yöntem, the magazine played a pivotal role in promoting Turkish nationalism and the idea of a national language. It is considered one of the earliest nationalist publications in the Ottoman Empire

Letters and Correspondence: Personal letters and correspondences from key figures of the Young Turk movement provide insight into their motivations and ideological shifts. These documents reveal a transition from a pan-Islamic perspective to a more Turkish nationalist outlook.

Key Figures and Their Writings

ZIYA GÖKALP: A prominent intellectual and a founding member of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), Gökalp played a pivotal role in shaping Turkish nationalism. His writings, including those in the journal Genç Kalemler, reflect a shift from Ottomanism to a focus on Turkish identity and culture. 
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MEHMET EMIN YURDAKUL: Known as the "National Poet," Yurdakul's works emphasized Turkish identity and nationalism, moving away from pan-Islamic sentiments. His poetry and writings contributed significantly to the nationalist discourse of the time
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Mehmet Emin Yurdakul

NEWSPAPER ARCHIVES: Publications like Cumhuriyet offer contemporary accounts and analyses of the Young Turk movement, reflecting public sentiment and the political climate of the time. 

Analysis

THE YOUNG TURKS' EMPHASIS on Turkish nationalism over Islamic unity marked a significant departure from the Ottoman Empire's traditional millet system, which had allowed diverse religious communities to coexist under Islamic governance. This shift contributed to internal divisions and set the stage for future conflicts within the empire.

Mustafa Kemal and the Secularization of Türkiye

MUSTAFA KEMAL'S ASSUMED leadership in the early 20th century led to profound changes in Ottoman Turkish society, most notably the secularization of the state. His reforms aimed to modernize Türkiye and align it more closely with Western ideals rather than the East and Islamic values. It’s also ironic that under his leadership republic of Turkiye adopted western nations’ laws instead of reforming the state through Quranic values. 

Mustafa Kemal’s ideological orientation and political program after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire represent one of the most radical breaks with the Islamic order that had guided the Turks for centuries. The Ottoman Empire, despite its decline and flaws in its final years, remained rooted in the Qur’an as the foundation of its laws and civilization. Its courts operated according to the sharia, its institutions were defined through waqf, and its rulers saw themselves as guardians of Islam. The empire did not seek to erase the religion that bound its diverse populations together; instead, it placed Islam at the center of its legitimacy. Yet when Mustafa Kemal with the heroic resistance of the Muslim Ottomans emerged victorious in the War of Independence, he deliberately abandoned Islamic heritage and sought his inspiration not from the Qur’an but from the very nations the Ottoman armies had spent centuries fighting on battlefields across Anatolia, the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Middle East. This created a profound irony: while proclaiming victory against the so-called yedi düvel—the seven great foreign powers—the new republic borrowed wholesale the laws, institutions, and cultural codes of those same adversaries.

The rise of Mustafa Kemal further accelerated the transformation of Ottoman society, culminating in the formal secularization of Türkiye and the dismantling of the Ottoman Caliphate. Mustafa Kemal, a military leader, promoted a vision of the nation-state that deliberately separated religion from politics, introducing a legal and educational system modeled on Western European ideals. While this program modernized infrastructure and governance, it also represented a sharp rupture with centuries of Islamic tradition, effectively redefining Turkish identity in purely nationalistic and secular terms. The impact of this transformation was felt not only within the borders of Türkiye but also across former Ottoman provinces, many of which were already under the pressure of colonial ambitions and emerging nationalist movements.

In Nutuk, Mustafa Kemal’s own words reveal this transition. He declared that the new republic would not take inspiration from “dogmas believed to have descended from the skies,” but rather from life and reason itself. In doing so, he positioned the new Turkish nation not as an heir to Islamic civilization, but as a disciple of Western secular modernity. This orientation toward the secular West was not merely cosmetic. It was deeply institutional. Within only a few years of the founding of the republic, the sharia courts were dissolved, the Qur’an’s role as the reference for law and governance was erased, and European legal codes were adopted in their place. The Swiss Civil Code became the foundation of family and personal law, while Italian and German codes influenced criminal and commercial law. The irony could not have been more striking: after centuries of resisting European expansion, occupation, and cultural domination, the new rulers voluntarily imported the very legal structures of those defeated nations, presenting this as progress and civilization.

This secular revolution was framed as modernization, but in truth it was also a war against Islam within Turkey itself. The Qur’an was reduced to a private spiritual book, stripped of its social and political authority. The sharia, which had governed every aspect of life in Ottoman times, was denounced as archaic and replaced with foreign codes. The Arabic script, in which the Qur’an is written, was abolished in favor of Latin letters, making it more difficult for generations of Turks to access their own religious and historical heritage. Religious education was pushed to the margins, mosques were placed under strict state control, and the caliphate—the symbolic unity of the Muslim world—was abolished altogether. These were not neutral reforms, but calculated steps to separate the Turkish nation from its Islamic identity and to reforge it according to the image of the secular West.

The paradox of this revolution is essential to understanding its historical significance. Mustafa Kemal and his circle never tired of reminding the people that they had fought against the yedi düvel, against the combined might of the world’s empires. They presented the War of Independence as a triumph of Turkish will against foreign occupation. Yet, once victorious, they embraced those very empires as models. The French, Italians, British, and Germans, who had been presented as enemies, suddenly became the tutors of the new republic’s legal and cultural order. Instead of building a system rooted in the Qur’an, in the Prophet’s example, and in the long and rich traditions of Islamic governance, the leaders of the republic imported the very frameworks of their supposed enemies. It was a revolution not only against the Ottoman past, but against Islam as the organizing principle of public life. The irony of defeating the West militarily, only to bow to it intellectually and legally, exposes the deep contradictions of the republican project.

This transformation was not just political; it was also civilizational. For centuries, the Ottomans had resisted European imperialism while maintaining their own Islamic identity. Even when militarily weak, they never surrendered their spiritual and cultural sovereignty. Mustafa Kemal, however, equated modernity with the West and believed that in order to survive, Turkey had to abandon Islam as the foundation of its statehood. His reforms were therefore not evolutionary but revolutionary, aiming to break continuity with the past and create a secular Turkish nation in the Western mold. But in this attempt to “civilize” and “modernize,” the republic severed the bond between the people and their faith, alienating them from the Qur’an and replacing divine guidance with human-made Western laws.

Thus, the secularist revolution of the new Turkish Republic was, at its heart, a war against Islam. While outwardly presented as a defense of the homeland against foreign enemies, it culminated in the adoption of those enemies’ principles. The slogan of fighting the yedi düvel rang hollow, for the new state was built on the yedi düvel’s laws, codes, and philosophies. This remains one of the greatest ironies of modern Turkish history: a revolution that claimed to defend independence, yet delivered dependence on Western secularism; a struggle that claimed to fight for national dignity, yet resulted in the humiliation of abandoning the Qur’an in favor of foreign codes. It was, in essence, not only a political shift but a spiritual betrayal—an abandonment of the divine for the human, of Islam for the West, of revelation for reason divorced from faith. In this sense, the republic’s birth was not just a break from the Ottoman order, but an open rebellion against Islam itself.

Primary Sources and Historical Documents

THE PHRASE "gökten indiği sanılan dogmalar" appears in Mustafa Kemal's Nutuk (The Great Speech), delivered in 1927. This expression translates to "dogmas that are believed to have descended from the sky," a reference to religious doctrines perceived as divine revelations. Atatürk used this phrase to emphasize the importance of basing national principles on reason and empirical evidence rather than on religious dogmas.

In his speech, Mustafa Kemal stated:


"Fakat, bu prensipleri, gökten indiği sanılan kitapların dogmaları ile asla bir tutmamalıdır. Biz, ilhamlarımızı, gökten ve gayipten değil doğrudan doğruya hayattan almış bulunuyoruz.”Nutuk


This translates to:


"However, these principles must never be equated with the dogmas of books believed to have descended from the sky. We have derived our inspirations not from the heavens or the unseen, but directly from life itself." Nutuk


This statement reflects Atatürk's commitment to secularism and rationalism in the foundation of the Turkish Republic.

For a comprehensive understanding of this context, you can refer to the English translation of Nutuk available on the Internet Archive:

Ottoman Alliances with Germany, Britain, and France

IN THE LATE 19TH AND early 20th centuries, the Ottoman Empire sought alliances with European powers to bolster its position on the world stage. These alliances had significant implications for the empire's political and military strategies.

The Fatal Embrace: Ottoman Alliances with Europe and the Road to World War I

THE COLLAPSE OF THE Ottoman Empire cannot be understood without reckoning with its shifting alliances in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The “Sick Man of Europe,” as the empire was called in European capitals, tried desperately to balance between rival powers, often leaning on one against another. This delicate diplomacy, however, eventually gave way to dependency, loss of sovereignty, and catastrophic choices. Nowhere was this more evident than in the empire’s pursuit of alliances with Britain, France, and ultimately Germany—alliances that did not save the state but hastened its dismemberment.

Britain: From Protector to Occupier

IN THE MIDDLE OF THE nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire looked to Britain as its natural ally. The Crimean War (1853–1856) symbolized this partnership: Britain and France fought alongside the Ottomans against Russia, preventing Russian domination of the Black Sea and securing the empire’s place in the European state system. The Treaty of Paris (1856) even admitted the Ottoman Empire into the Concert of Europe, giving the illusion that the Ottomans had become part of the European “family of nations.”

But Britain’s support was never altruistic. London saw the Ottomans primarily as a buffer against Russian expansion toward India. As long as the Ottomans could serve this purpose, they were worth defending. When Britain’s imperial interests changed, Ottoman sovereignty was sacrificed without hesitation. The turning point was 1882, when Britain occupied Egypt under the pretext of restoring order during the ‘Urabi revolt. For the Ottomans, Egypt was not merely a province but a lifeline: it was among the empire’s wealthiest regions and controlled the Suez Canal, the gateway between Europe and Asia. Britain’s occupation was an open violation of Ottoman sovereignty and a clear declaration that the empire’s survival was no longer in London’s interest.

Ottoman officials bitterly debated their reliance on Britain. Grand Vizier Said Pasha noted in private memoranda that Britain’s promises “are written in the sand of the desert” and warned that Istanbul must seek other partners. Others, however, still clung to the illusion that Britain could be persuaded to defend Ottoman integrity, especially against Russia. The fracture within the Ottoman ruling class between pro-British, pro-French, and later pro-German factions would become a recurring theme in the decades to come.

France: Cultural Ally Turned Imperial Rival

FRANCE, TOO, HAD ONCE been a close ally. The Capitulations granted to the French in earlier centuries gave them commercial privileges and a special role as protector of Catholic communities within the empire. French schools and missionaries proliferated across Ottoman lands in the nineteenth century, shaping an entire generation of Ottoman intellectuals and bureaucrats. Paris was admired as the center of modernity, law, and culture. The Tanzimat reforms of the mid-nineteenth century drew heavily on French legal codes, and French became the language of the Ottoman elite.

But as with Britain, French ambitions soon conflicted with Ottoman survival. In 1881, France seized Tunisia, a province under nominal Ottoman sovereignty, and began strengthening its hold over North Africa. The move shocked Istanbul and revealed the extent to which European “friends” were carving away Ottoman lands. French interest in Syria also deepened, particularly as French missionaries built schools and hospitals while Paris demanded influence in Mount Lebanon and coastal cities. Ottoman leaders began to fear that France’s cultural power was merely the mask of imperial expansion.

Despite these betrayals, many Ottoman reformers continued to admire French secular institutions, laws, and ideas. This paradox—resenting French colonialism while imitating French legal and educational systems—was one of the contradictions that shaped the late empire. It would also lay the groundwork for the radical secular reforms of the early Turkish Republic.

Germany: The New Ally

IF BRITAIN AND FRANCE had betrayed the empire, Germany appeared in the late nineteenth century as a fresh alternative. Kaiser Wilhelm II visited Istanbul three times, most famously in 1898, when he traveled to Damascus and proclaimed himself a “friend of Islam.” Sultan Abdulhamid II, who had become deeply suspicious of Britain and France, welcomed German support as a counterbalance to the empire’s enemies.

The Baghdad Railway project, launched in the 1890s, symbolized this partnership. The railway, financed and built by German companies, promised to link Berlin with the Persian Gulf and bind the Ottoman economy to Germany’s industrial might. German officers were also invited to modernize the Ottoman army. Figures such as General Colmar von der Goltz and later General Liman von Sanders transformed military training, organization, and strategy.

Yet not all Ottomans were convinced. Some saw the Germans as opportunists, using the empire as a pawn in their rivalry with Britain and Russia. Cabinet debates reveal sharp disagreements: while Enver Pasha and his circle were pro-German, others, including Grand Vizier Said Halim Pasha, preferred neutrality or sought accommodation with Britain. The Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which took power after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, remained divided between pro-German and pro-Entente factions until the very eve of World War I.

The Fatal Decision: Entry into World War I

WHEN WAR ERUPTED IN Europe in July 1914, the Ottomans initially declared neutrality. The empire was militarily exhausted, financially bankrupt, and still recovering from the Balkan Wars (1912–1913), where it had lost nearly all its European territories. Neutrality seemed the safest course.

But Enver Pasha, Minister of War and one of the triumvirs of the CUP, believed otherwise. Obsessed with Germany’s military strength and convinced of a quick German victory, he pressed for alliance. On August 2, 1914, the Ottoman Empire signed a secret defensive treaty with Germany. The document, hidden even from some senior ministers, committed the Ottomans to join Germany if Russia attacked.

The decisive moment came in late October. The German warships Goeben and Breslau, which had been “transferred” to the Ottoman navy but retained their German crews, sailed into the Black Sea under Ottoman flags and bombarded Russian ports on October 29, 1914. Enver Pasha had given his blessing, believing it would spark a broader jihad against Russia and its allies. Instead, it sealed the empire’s fate. Russia declared war on November 1, followed quickly by Britain and France. The Ottoman Empire was now fully entangled in a European war it was ill-prepared to fight.
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Consequences and Catastrophe

THE DECISION TO SIDE with Germany was catastrophic. The Ottomans found themselves fighting on multiple fronts: Gallipoli against the British and ANZACs, the Caucasus against Russia, Mesopotamia against the British again, and Arabia against the revolt supported by Lawrence of Arabia. Ottoman resources were stretched beyond breaking point. Starvation, disease, and dislocation ravaged the civilian population, while military defeats bled the empire white.

In the end, the alliance with Germany brought no salvation. Instead, it ensured total defeat and occupation. The Armistice of Mudros (October 30, 1918) marked the empire’s surrender. Within a few years, the Ottoman state was dismantled by the Treaty of Sèvres (1920), and its last remnants were consumed in the Turkish War of Independence.
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Conclusion: Alliances of Desperation

THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE’S alliances with Britain, France, and Germany reveal the tragic trajectory of a once-mighty state. Each alliance began with hope—that Britain would protect Ottoman lands, that France would bring cultural advancement, that Germany would provide military salvation. Each ended in betrayal, dependency, and loss.

The disagreements within the Ottoman leadership—between Anglophiles, Francophiles, and Germanophiles—show not only a divided elite but also the absence of a unifying vision rooted in Islamic governance and independence. The empire’s final entry into World War I was not an inevitability but the reckless decision of a few men, particularly Enver Pasha, who gambled the empire’s future on Germany’s victory. That gamble destroyed the empire itself.

The Early Zionist Project in Ottoman Palestine: Diplomacy, Deception, and Local Resistance

THE CLOSING DECADES of the nineteenth century witnessed profound transformations in the Middle East, and few regions bore the weight of these changes as heavily as Palestine. Within the Ottoman Empire, Palestine had long stood as a mosaic of communities bound together by the millet system and the unifying influence of Islam as a civilizational framework. Yet into this environment entered a new political movement—Zionism—which sought not mere immigration or integration but rather the transformation of the land into a Jewish homeland. Unlike the centuries of Jewish presence within the Ottoman domains, this modern project was political, nationalist, and inseparably tied to the ideological ferment of nineteenth-century Europe.

Theodor Herzl, founder of political Zionism, provides the clearest window into the movement’s ambitions. In his diaries, Herzl recorded his meetings and correspondence with Ottoman officials, revealing his belief that the Sultan could be persuaded to grant legal sanction for Jewish colonization. In 1896, Herzl published Der Judenstaat (“The Jewish State”), a manifesto asserting that only a sovereign territory could resolve European antisemitism. By the following year, he was actively negotiating with Sultan Abdulhamid II. In a diary entry dated 5 April 1897, Herzl wrote:

*"If the Sultan understands our mission and sees the benefits of loyalty and support, he may yet grant the charter we require. Without it, all efforts will be merely temporary and vulnerable. We must convince him that our settlement will strengthen, not weaken, his empire."*¹

Ottoman archival documents reveal the Sultan’s firm response. Abdulhamid, despite pressure from European powers and the internal fragility of his empire, rejected Herzl’s overtures. He emphasized that Palestine was not his private property to grant or sell, but belonged to the community of Islam, sanctified by the blood of martyrs. A memorandum from the Yıldız Palace, dated 1897, records the Sultan stating:

*"I cannot consent to the purchase or settlement of these lands by foreigners with political aims. The soil of Palestine belongs to the people who have maintained it for centuries under the protection of Islam. No personal gain or foreign promise can justify its surrender."*²

Despite these refusals, Zionist efforts advanced through subtler, strategic channels. Chaim Weizmann’s letters to European Jewish leaders and diplomats reveal a methodical approach to circumvent Ottoman restrictions.³ Land acquisitions were made through intermediaries, consular privileges, and legal loopholes. In many cases, absentee landlords—often residing in Beirut, Damascus, or abroad—sold land to Zionist organizations, while the peasants who had long cultivated it were displaced. This generated immediate tensions between local Arab populations and the new settlers, who imposed European agricultural techniques and exclusive labor policies.

The Ottoman response was inconsistent, reflecting political divisions and structural weakness. Decrees issued in 1882 prohibited collective land purchases and restricted Jewish immigration.⁴ Provincial governors were instructed to enforce compliance, but enforcement was uneven, weakened by bribery, administrative corruption, and the empire’s dependence on European powers. Britain, France, Germany, and Russia each claimed the role of protector of Jewish rights while simultaneously pursuing their imperial agendas, further complicating the Ottoman position.

Local Palestinian newspapers documented the growing alarm. Filastin, founded in Jaffa in 1911, published editorials describing the demographic and economic consequences of Zionist settlement. In a 1912 issue, the newspaper warned:

*"The land of our fathers is being sold piece by piece to strangers. Villages that have tilled this soil for generations are now threatened with displacement, and the Ottoman authorities appear powerless to intervene."*⁵

The contradictions within Ottoman governance became more pronounced as the empire approached its final decades. The Young Turk Revolution of 1908 brought political reform and centralization, yet debates over Zionist immigration persisted. Some members of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) viewed Zionists as potential allies against European encroachment, while others remained deeply suspicious. Herzl’s death in 1904 had not halted the movement; the World Zionist Organization continued lobbying Ottoman officials and European powers relentlessly.

World War I transformed the dynamics entirely. The Ottoman alliance with Germany and the pressures of total war placed Palestine at the center of international maneuvering. Zionist leaders shifted their focus to Britain, culminating in the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which promised a “national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine. Ottoman archival documents reveal that even during the war, attempts to restrict Jewish immigration and land transfers were made, yet these measures were undermined by internal divisions, weak enforcement, and the overwhelming influence of European powers.

Weizmann’s letters illustrate the careful diplomacy accompanying settlement efforts:

*"Through negotiation with London and Paris, we have secured promises that ensure the future of our people in Palestine, irrespective of the Ottoman government’s positions. Patience and planning will achieve what force alone cannot."*³

By 1918, the collapse of the Ottoman Empire left the groundwork for the Zionist project firmly established. Decades of land purchases, settlement construction, lobbying, and European alliances had transformed a political dream into a tangible reality. Palestinian Arab sources document growing despair and mobilization, noting the failure of Ottoman authorities to protect local populations from dispossession. Ottoman Palestine, once administered under a system emphasizing religious coexistence, became the stage for a colonial and nationalist conflict whose consequences continue to this day.

This period illustrates the deliberate and political nature of the Zionist project. Letters, diaries, and newspapers document the planning, negotiations, and incremental land acquisition. Even as the empire sought to preserve its sovereignty and the integrity of Palestine, European-backed Zionist ambition penetrated administrative, legal, and social structures, leaving a legacy of contested ownership and conflict.

Notes and Sources
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	Chaim Weizmann, Letters and Papers of Chaim Weizmann, Series A, vol. 1, correspondence with British officials, 1915–191
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THEODOR HERTZEL

Conclusion 

THE FINAL TWO CENTURIES of the Ottoman Empire illustrate a profound lesson in the fragility of empires confronted simultaneously by internal division, ideological drift, and external pressures. The empire, once a formidable power with a sophisticated system of governance grounded in Islamic law and the millet system, gradually lost its cohesion as internal elites embraced Western political models and secular nationalism. The Young Turks, with their emphasis on Turkish identity over Islamic unity, set the stage for a transformation that would ripple through the empire’s social, political, and spiritual fabric. Their nationalist ideology, although framed as a means of modernization, alienated large portions of the population, disrupted centuries-old systems of coexistence, and contributed to the empire’s vulnerability to foreign intervention.

This internal weakening coincided with a complex web of external alliances. The Ottoman reliance on Britain, France, and later Germany was always a gamble, driven by the urgent need to preserve sovereignty and territorial integrity. These alliances, however, exposed the empire to manipulation, created dependence on foreign powers, and ultimately facilitated the empire’s entanglement in a global conflict for which it was ill-prepared. The catastrophic decision to join Germany in World War I, propelled by ambition and miscalculation, sealed the empire’s fate. Military exhaustion, territorial losses, and the eventual occupation of Ottoman lands revealed the cost of relying on powers whose ultimate interests lay in territorial expansion and strategic dominance rather than genuine partnership.

Nowhere were these vulnerabilities more apparent than in Palestine, where the early Zionist movement exploited the empire’s weakened authority and Europe’s strategic ambitions. Ottoman caution and resistance were undermined by local intermediaries, European influence, and administrative inconsistencies. Zionist settlement, diplomatic lobbying, and land acquisition proceeded alongside the disintegration of Ottoman oversight, gradually reshaping the demographic, social, and political landscape of the region. The legacy of these interventions extended far beyond the empire’s dissolution, laying the foundations for enduring conflicts and colonial designs that would continue to affect the Middle East well into the modern era.

The ideological and structural failures of the late Ottoman state culminated in the rise of Mustafa Kemal and the secular Turkish Republic, a development that marked the ultimate departure from the Islamic governance that had long defined the empire. Mustafa Kemal’s reforms severed the nation from the Qur’an, sharia, and centuries of Ottoman tradition, replacing them with foreign legal codes, secular institutions, and Western cultural norms. While framed as modernization and national liberation, these transformations represented a rupture with the spiritual and social principles that had historically unified the empire’s diverse populations. The irony of this revolution—claiming victory over the yedi düvel while adopting the laws, institutions, and philosophies of those same powers—underscores the paradox at the heart of Turkey’s modern founding: independence in name, dependence in principle; liberation of the state, subjugation of faith.

In retrospect, the last two centuries of the Ottoman Empire reveal a convergence of factors that dismantled one of history’s most resilient civilizations. Internal ideological shifts, notably the privileging of nationalism over religious and spiritual unity, eroded societal cohesion. External alliances, while seemingly strategic, created dependency and exposed the empire to foreign manipulation. Simultaneously, the early Zionist project exploited these vulnerabilities, demonstrating how external actors could leverage internal weaknesses to advance long-term political objectives. The Ottoman experience underscores a timeless truth: when the spiritual, social, and political foundations of a state are neglected, even centuries of resilience cannot withstand the combined forces of internal betrayal and external pressure.

Ultimately, Chapter Four closes with the understanding that the empire’s decline was not simply a military or territorial phenomenon but a profound civilizational one. It was a collapse catalyzed by the abandonment of unifying principles, by the internal embrace of foreign ideologies over indigenous guidance, and by the erosion of social cohesion that had long sustained a multiethnic, multireligious society. The consequences of this decline were not confined to the past; they shaped the political, social, and spiritual landscape of the modern Middle East, creating conditions of displacement, conflict, and ongoing contestation over land, identity, and sovereignty. The Ottoman Empire’s last centuries, therefore, stand as a stark warning: the survival of a civilization depends not merely on military strength or territorial control, but on the steadfast maintenance of its guiding principles, the integration of diverse communities, and the vigilance against forces—internal or external—that seek to undermine its foundational values.

The last two centuries of the Ottoman Empire expose a tragic trajectory of internal decay exacerbated by external manipulation. Once a bastion of Islamic governance and civilizational pluralism, the empire became increasingly incapable of defending its lands, institutions, and people from the dual forces of Western imperialism and ideological subversion. The millet system, which had long maintained harmony among diverse religious and ethnic communities, eroded under the pressures of rising nationalism and foreign interference. In this context, the empire’s decline was not merely the result of military defeat or economic stagnation; it was the product of systemic weakening, ideological disorientation, and the gradual abandonment of the civilizational principles that had historically sustained it.

The Young Turks movement, often celebrated in Western historiography as a reformist effort, reveals the internal contradictions that hastened the empire’s collapse. Emerging in response to Sultan Abdülhamid II’s authoritarianism, the Young Turks promised constitutional revival and political reform. Yet in practice, their movement replaced Islamic unity with a narrow conception of Turkish nationalism. The Committee of Union and Progress, along with other Young Turk factions, embraced a secular, ethnically defined state vision that undermined the empire’s pluralistic foundations. By prioritizing nationalist identity over communal cohesion, the Young Turks inadvertently weakened the Ottoman polity at a moment when external threats—from European powers to Zionist ambitions in Palestine—were intensifying. Their vision of modernity was imported almost entirely from Western models, leaving little room for indigenous reform grounded in the Qur’an or Islamic governance.

Mustafa Kemal’s leadership in the post-World War I era magnified these contradictions. Celebrated for defeating the “seven great powers” in the War of Independence, Kemal simultaneously imported wholesale the legal, political, and cultural frameworks of the very nations he had fought against. The secular republic of Türkiye, with its Western-style codes, centralized bureaucracy, and aggressive suppression of Islamic traditions, represented a rupture with centuries of Ottoman governance. The victory over foreign armies thus masks the deeper paradox: the liberation of the Anatolian heartland became inseparable from the wholesale adoption of foreign models, erasing the spiritual, legal, and communal structures that had long underpinned social stability.

Palestine serves as a striking example of how Ottoman weakness invited foreign ideological penetration. For centuries, the region had been a mosaic of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish communities, held together by the millet system and a shared civilizational ethos rooted in Islam. The late nineteenth century, however, saw the arrival of political Zionism—a movement explicitly tied to European nationalist ideologies—that sought not coexistence but the wholesale transformation of the land into a Jewish homeland. The empire, distracted by internal reformist struggles, nationalist uprisings, and the machinations of European powers, was ill-equipped to resist this project. The early Zionist infiltration, facilitated by diplomatic maneuvering and foreign funding, laid the groundwork for decades of dispossession and conflict, illustrating the catastrophic consequences of Ottoman administrative and spiritual weakening.

In sum, the final two centuries of Ottoman decline were marked by the convergence of internal disintegration and external exploitation. Young Turk nationalism replaced Islamic governance with secular, Western-inspired ideology; Mustafa Kemal’s republic solidified this shift by fully adopting Western legal and political models; and foreign powers exploited Ottoman weakness to implement projects, such as Zionism, that would irreversibly alter the region. The collapse of the empire, therefore, was not accidental—it was the predictable outcome of abandoning the civilizational, legal, and social foundations that had long sustained it, while simultaneously embracing the very external ideologies that undermined its sovereignty. This period serves as a stark warning: when a society forsakes its guiding principles under the guise of modernization, it becomes vulnerable not only to internal fragmentation but to foreign domination, ideological colonization, and the erasure of its historical and spiritual legacy.
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Chapter 5: Sykes-Picot and the Balfour Declaration
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Introduction: The Web of Promises and Deceptions
The road to Palestine’s unmaking in the twentieth century was not paved in daylight. It was mapped in side rooms and ciphered dispatches, in the discreet exchanges of envoys whose ink outpaced armies. Between 1915 and 1917, three interlocking texts—each drafted in a different register, each promising a different future—laid the scaffolding of a new imperial order in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire: the Hussein–McMahon correspondence, the Anglo-French Sykes–Picot Agreement, and the British Balfour Declaration. Read together, they do not form a coherent policy so much as a palimpsest of overlapping ambitions. Read from Gaza and Jerusalem, they amount to the legal-paper overture to military occupation.
The first text, a sequence of ten letters exchanged between Sharif Hussein of Mecca and Sir Henry McMahon in Cairo from July 1915 to March 1916, cultivated the promise of Arab independence in return for revolt against the Ottomans. The correspondence is preserved in British government publications and accessible today as a complete dossier, including the 1939 Command Paper reproducing the letters with a map. In these letters the language is courtly and elastic; boundaries are described with reference to provinces and “districts,” with interpretations that were always going to be contested after the guns fell silent. Yet the essential music of the exchange, as understood by Hussein and many of his peers, was that the Arabs would be recognized as sovereign in their lands once the Ottomans were defeated. The record of the correspondence, now widely reproduced, shows the extent to which that understanding was at odds with other undertakings already in motion. 

The second text, signed in secret on 16 May 1916 and today known simply as Sykes–Picot, reduced vast geographies to tinted blocks on a map. It divided Ottoman Arab provinces into British and French spheres—direct control here, indirect control there—with international administration penciled in for Palestine. A century later, the colored map remains one of the most haunting images of imperial partition. The agreement, declassified and published after the Bolsheviks exposed Tsarist Russia’s share in the bargain, codified a logic that would shadow the Paris Peace Conference and the mandates that followed: Ottoman collapse would not yield Arab independence in the Levant and Iraq, but a handover from Istanbul to London and Paris. The surviving English and French texts, and the maps that accompanied them, reveal the precise geometry of those intentions. 

The third text, the Balfour Declaration of 2 November 1917, was only a paragraph long, written as a letter from Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour to Lord Rothschild. It expressed British support for “a national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine on the condition that nothing should prejudice the civil and religious rights of the non-Jewish communities already there. Contemporaries understood that the letter was political, not legal; its resonance came from the machinery of empire that stood behind it. Its words would later be invoked as the ethical warrant for a policy of demographic transformation in a land where the overwhelming majority of inhabitants were not Jewish. The original printed declaration, conserved in multiple archives, remains among the most consequential pieces of paper in modern Middle Eastern history. 

These were not simply clashing documents; they were instruments with different audiences. To Hussein went the language of partnership and post-Ottoman nationhood. To France and Russia went the ledger of future spoils. To Zionist leaders went an assurance elevated to world significance by Britain’s global position in wartime. Between them, British officials moved with the composite logic of imperial statecraft. In Cairo, the Arab Bureau drafted memoranda that weighed tribal loyalties, railways, and the feasibility of revolt; in London and Paris, diplomats exchanged letters that had little to do with the social realities of Gaza City, Nablus, or Hebron. Visual records from the time—General Allenby’s staged but careful entry into Jerusalem in December 1917, on foot rather than on horseback, to project humility—show how optics and policy intertwined. The symbolism suggested respect; the policy installed military rule. 

It is equally vital to state clearly that the wartime Arab world was not a monolith, nor was it uniformly in revolt against Istanbul. Most Arab subjects of the empire did not join Sharif Hussein’s uprising. Historians of the Ottoman war effort have documented that Arab officers, educated in imperial institutions, formed a significant share of the Ottoman officer corps, and that mass desertions predicted by British propagandists did not materialize. The Arab Revolt itself was geographically concentrated in the Hejaz and along the Red Sea littoral, expanding episodically northward under British military patronage and material support. The reality in greater Syria and Palestine was far more complex: many notables balanced local interests, imperial loyalties, and the raw calculus of survival as the front line pushed from Sinai to Gaza and beyond. To reduce this tapestry to “Arab betrayal” is to mistake one negotiated uprising for a universal condition. The archival and scholarly record insists otherwise. 

By 1917 the British advance had breached the Gaza–Beersheba line and the Ottoman position in southern Palestine faltered. When Allenby entered Jerusalem, the city’s fate had already been decided in chancelleries. The subsequent military administration, and later the British Mandate, would translate the abstractions of Sykes–Picot and Balfour into the concrete realities of checkpoints, land ordinances, and immigration quotas. For Palestinians—Muslim and Christian alike—the experience was immediate: a new sovereign who spoke the language of order while reorganizing the country to different ends.

Sample Correspondences between Henry McMahon High Commissioner at Cairo AND the Sherif Hussein of Mecca
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“A Plot Revealed”: How the Agreements Collided on Paper and in Palestine
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SYKES–PICOT AGREEMENT

The Agreement

The Sykes-Picot Agreement : 1916

“IT IS ACCORDINGLY UNDERSTOOD between the French and British governments:

That France and Great Britain are prepared to recognize and protect an independent Arab states or a confederation of Arab states (a) and (b) marked on the annexed map, under the suzerainty of an Arab chief. That in area (a) France, and in area (b) Great Britain, shall have priority of right of enterprise and local loans. That in area (a) France, and in area (b) Great Britain, shall alone supply advisers or foreign functionaries at the request of the Arab state or confederation of Arab states.

That in the blue area France, and in the red area Great Britain, shall be allowed to establish such direct or indirect administration or control as they desire and as they may think fit to arrange with the Arab state or confederation of Arab states.

That in the brown area there shall be established an international administration, the form of which is to be decided upon after consultation with Russia, and subsequently in consultation with the other allies, and the representatives of the Shereef of Mecca.

That Great Britain be accorded (1) the ports of Haifa and Acre, (2) guarantee of a given supply of water from the Tigres and Euphrates in area (a) for area (b). His Majesty's government, on their part, undertake that they will at no time enter into negotiations for the cession of Cyprus to any third power without the previous consent of the French government.

That Alexandretta shall be a free port as regards the trade of the British empire, and that there shall be no discrimination in port charges or facilities as regards British shipping and British goods; that there shall be freedom of transit for British goods through Alexandretta and by railway through the blue area, or (b) area, or area (a); and there shall be no discrimination, direct or indirect, against British goods on any railway or against British goods or ships at any port serving the areas mentioned.

That Haifa shall be a free port as regards the trade of France, her dominions and protectorates, and there shall be no discrimination in port charges or facilities as regards French shipping and French goods. There shall be freedom of transit for French goods through Haifa and by the British railway through the brown area, whether those goods are intended for or originate in the blue area, area (a), or area (b), and there shall be no discrimination, direct or indirect, against French goods on any railway, or against French goods or ships at any port serving the areas mentioned.

That in area (a) the Baghdad railway shall not be extended southwards beyond Mosul, and in area (b) northwards beyond Samarra, until a railway connecting Baghdad and Aleppo via the Euphrates valley has been completed, and then only with the concurrence of the two governments.

That Great Britain has the right to build, administer, and be sole owner of a railway connecting Haifa with area (b), and shall have a perpetual right to transport troops along such a line at all times. It is to be understood by both governments that this railway is to facilitate the connection of Baghdad with Haifa by rail, and it is further understood that, if the engineering difficulties and expense entailed by keeping this connecting line in the brown area only make the project unfeasible, that the French government shall be prepared to consider that the line in question may also traverse the Polgon Banias Keis Marib Salkhad tell Otsda Mesmie before reaching area (b).

For a period of twenty years the existing Turkish customs tariff shall remain in force throughout the whole of the blue and red areas, as well as in areas (a) and (b), and no increase in the rates of duty or conversions from ad valorem to specific rates shall be made except by agreement between the two powers.

There shall be no interior customs barriers between any of the above mentioned areas. The customs duties leviable on goods destined for the interior shall be collected at the port of entry and handed over to the administration of the area of destination.

It shall be agreed that the French government will at no time enter into any negotiations for the cession of their rights and will not cede such rights in the blue area to any third power, except the Arab state or confederation of Arab states, without the previous agreement of his majesty's government, who, on their part, will give a similar undertaking to the French government regarding the red area.

The British and French government, as the protectors of the Arab state, shall agree that they will not themselves acquire and will not consent to a third power acquiring territorial possessions in the Arabian peninsula, nor consent to a third power installing a naval base either on the east coast, or on the islands, of the red sea. This, however, shall not prevent such adjustment of the Aden frontier as may be necessary in consequence of recent Turkish aggression.

The negotiations with the Arabs as to the boundaries of the Arab states shall be continued through the same channel as heretofore on behalf of the two powers.

It is agreed that measures to control the importation of arms into the Arab territories will be considered by the two governments.

I have further the honor to state that, in order to make the agreement complete, his majesty's government are proposing to the Russian government to exchange notes analogous to those exchanged by the latter and your excellency's government on the 26th April last. Copies of these notes will be communicated to your excellency as soon as exchanged.I would also venture to remind your excellency that the conclusion of the present agreement raises, for practical consideration, the question of claims of Italy to a share in any partition or rearrangement of Turkey in Asia, as formulated in article 9 of the agreement of the 26th April, 1915, between Italy and the allies.

His Majesty's government further consider that the Japanese government should be informed of the arrangements now concluded.”

The exposure of Sykes–Picot after the Russian Revolution mattered not because the Arab public suddenly learned that imperial powers cut secret deals—few were naïve—but because it revealed the precise map behind the rhetoric. British officials at the Paris Peace Conference were compelled to defend a double register: promises of self-determination to Arabs and promises of tutelage to European allies, now made public. The documents themselves are clear; the defenses were contortions. One can read the 1916 agreement today and see the silhouette of the post-war mandates almost exactly as they emerged. One can read the Balfour letter and see the legal seed of a century of dispossession. These were not accidents of history. They were plans. 

It is instructive, in this context, to return to the text of the Balfour Declaration as the British army took Gaza and then Jerusalem. The declaration’s careful second clause—nothing to prejudice the rights of non-Jewish communities—was soon swallowed by policy choices that privileged one immigration stream and one national project over the established majority. As later commissions and white papers attest, British administrators oscillated between managing unrest and advancing the “national home,” producing a contradictory record that Palestinians read as consistent in its outcome: their rights were the expendable variable. The moral force of the declaration’s caveat could not survive the political will mobilized by its headline. 

Behind every set of letters were living networks: envoys, informants, tribes, intellectuals, and officers whose careers moved between Ottoman schools and British offices. The Young Turk revolution and its aftermath had already strained relations between the imperial center and Arab provinces; wartime mobilization made those strains existential. Yet the record is clear that loyalty to the empire remained widespread among Arab officers and conscripts, and that the Ottoman state, however battered, still functioned administratively in Palestine until the British military occupation. Gaza’s court records and municipal correspondence continued in Ottoman Turkish and Arabic deep into the war years. In this light, the Arab Revolt appears not as an “awakening” in the simplistic sense, but as a specific alliance forged by a Hashemite elite, legitimated through religious prestige in the Hejaz, and subsidized and supplied by Britain for strategic ends along the Hejaz Railway and Red Sea coast. 

The paradox for Palestine is that none of the three texts centered its people. Hussein’s letters mapped an imagined Arab kingdom that included, in many Arab readings, Palestine; Sykes–Picot carved out zones where the people were administrative afterthoughts; Balfour’s paragraph acknowledged the rights of “existing non-Jewish communities” only in the negative. The archives are full of signatures, seals, and maps; they contain few Palestinian voices from that moment. Those voices appear in other genres—in petitions and appeals, in memoirs and court records—but the inter-imperial correspondence that most altered their future treated them as a variable to be managed, not a nation to be consulted.

Lawrence of Arabia: Between Costume and Command (A Special Section)
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Thomas Edward Lawrence
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T.E.Lawrence in Rabigh, north of Jeddah, Arabia 1917

IN THE MYTHOLOGY OF these years, no figure looms larger than T. E. Lawrence, the Oxford-trained archaeologist turned British intelligence officer whose wartime service with Emir Faisal was later immortalized in prose and film. Lawrence’s own writing, Seven Pillars of Wisdom, is both a memoir and a literary performance; it offers a window into his methods and a mirror reflecting the man he wanted the world to see. The archives add other angles: memoranda from the Arab Bureau in Cairo, photographs from the Imperial War Museums, and the manuscript drafts preserved at the Bodleian Library in Oxford. 

Lawrence’s art was liaison. He moved between British command and Hashemite camps, translating not just language but interest. He cultivated trust by adopting the dress of the tribes, a decision he justified for reasons both practical and psychological. The images of Lawrence in Arab robes, reproduced endlessly, were not simply romantic—they were part of a deliberate practice of proximity. The historian’s task is to separate the work from the legend. Contemporary scholarship situates Lawrence as one among several British officers embedded with the revolt, his influence significant but never sovereign. The revolt’s success where it mattered most to Britain—diverting Ottoman troops and tying down the Hejaz Railway—depended on gold, arms, ships, and the leadership of the Hashemites themselves. Lawrence’s reports reveal his clarity—and his cynicism—about British aims. In a striking 1916 memorandum, he described the revolt as “beneficial to us” because it would help dismantle the Ottoman order and produce successor states “harmless” to British interests. Such memoranda expose the gap between Lawrence’s personal sympathies for Arab aspirations and the imperial design he served. His later laments about British duplicity, written after the war, cannot erase his wartime understanding of the policy machinery. He knew, and he persisted.

The photographic record fixes moments that literary memory tends to blur. We see Lawrence on a balcony in Damascus in October 1918, dressed in Arab garments, moments after resigning his position with the Arab Army. We see him in posed portraits and candid frames, testimony to his celebrity and to Britain’s need for a face to front the story of revolt. These images, many now in the public domain or under permissive licenses, help us teach the difference between theatre and transformation. They show a liaison officer who understood symbol and spectacle, a man who could wear a keffiyeh convincingly and a policy that could not be disguised. 

Lawrence’s relationship with Faisal was the axis on which his influence turned. As later chroniclers and official biographers recorded, he persuaded, cajoled, and sometimes misled—above all, he coordinated British material with Hashemite ambitions. Yet when the war ended and the peacemakers gathered in Paris, the secret maps and letters mattered more than any wartime friendship. Faisal’s brief Arab government in Damascus was undone by French arms in 1920; the promised Arab kingdom was carved into mandates. Lawrence’s writings afterwards read as an extended confession: the revolt had been born under promises that London would not honor. The moral clarity of that confession comes late; the archival clarity of wartime policy came early. 

Inside the Arab Bureau: Methods, Disguises, and Networks
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Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, ruler of Nejd and later first King of Saudi Arabia, Sir Percy Cox, Political Officer attached to the Indian Expeditionary Force in Mesopotamia, and Gertrude Bell , November 1916, Basra.
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Lieutenant Colonel Lawrence, David Hogarth, archaeologist, historian and museum curator, and Lieutenant Colonel Alan Dawnay, liaison with Emir Feisal's forces, discussing Bureau matters in Cairo.

THE ARAB BUREAU IN Cairo, where Lawrence was posted, coordinated intelligence, propaganda, and liaison across the Red Sea theatre. Lawrence’s technique involved meticulous knowledge of terrain and tribes, learned first as an archaeologist and then as a soldier. He made a practice of dressing and living “level” with the men he accompanied, a choice he describes in Seven Pillars and that contemporaries note was essential to building field credibility. His “disguise” was less about passing as an Arab everywhere and more about signaling affiliation in camp, on camelback, and before sheikhs whose first experience of khaki uniforms had been Ottoman officers. The literature is explicit: it was not masquerade so much as embedded diplomacy. 

From this vantage point, the sabotage of the Hejaz Railway—bridges blown, tracks lifted, trains derailed—was theatre with strategic effect, forcing the Ottomans to guard a thousand miles of steel and telegraph. The British Navy’s control of the Red Sea supplied the revolt, and British gold paid tribal stipends. When Aqaba fell in July 1917, it was a local victory with vast logistical consequences, opening a port for the northern drive. The Cairo and Suez staffs understood this perfectly; the archives of British military photography and newsreel capture the subsequent advance into Palestine under Allenby, culminating in his entry into Jerusalem. Lawrence’s role was real; the structure that made it decisive was imperial. 

Lawrence After the War

AT VERSAILLES, LAWRENCE argued for Arab independence with notable passion, often in conflict with his own government’s commitments. His advocacy could not reverse the undertow of Sykes–Picot and French claims to Syria. The man who had become a symbol of revolt discovered that symbols cannot redraw maps signed by foreign ministers. In the end, the line from Cairo to Paris was straighter than the line from Wadi Safra to Damascus.

“Not All Betrayals Are Equal”: Arab Societies Between Loyalty and Revolt

IF THE BRITISH RECORD engineered contradictions, the Arab social landscape forced choices. Urban notables in Damascus, Jerusalem, and Nablus; Bedouin confederations along the railway; conscripts and officers from Aleppo to Basra—each navigated the war through local constraints. The revolt led by Sharif Hussein was not the universal Arab response; it was a particular coalition of Hejazi leadership, tribal forces, Ottoman POWs re-organized into a regular Arab army, and British gold and guns. Many Arab officers remained in Ottoman service to the end, some out of conviction, others out of duty or calculation. Scholarship that treats the “Arab Revolt” as a total social fact mistakes the part for the whole. The surviving rolls of the Ottoman officer corps, where Arabs composed a substantial minority, and the sparse size of the early Hashemite forces, make the asymmetry plain. In Palestine, the British conquest brought this plurality into a new frame. The military administration opened the door through which the Balfour policy would walk. The letters and agreements drafted in 1915–1917 had become, by 1918, the prologue to a mandate. The rest of this book will show how that mandate transformed Gaza and Jerusalem, how it recalibrated land, labor, and law, and how Palestinians responded—in petitions and general strikes, in village defense and political societies—to a century-defining rupture announced not on their land but on foreign stationery.

Core secondary scholarship to anchor key claims


●  Arab officers and Ottoman service — 1914–1918 Online encyclopedia entry by Michael Provence notes that ~30% of the WWI Ottoman officer corps hailed from Arab regions. This supports the claim that many Arab elites remained within the Ottoman military structure. 

●  Scope of the Arab Revolt — Standard references indicate the revolt’s limited manpower and geography relative to the wider Arab population; the encyclopedia entry on the revolt and related scholarship can be cited with care. 

●  Arabs and Young Turks — Hasan Kayalı’s monograph (UC Press) provides the best treatment of Arab-Ottoman politics before and during the war, emphasizing continuity of imperial ties and the politics of notables


SECRET LETTERS AND Agreements
The unraveling of the Ottoman Empire was not just the outcome of military confrontation—it was orchestrated through a web of secret negotiations and diplomatic duplicity. In wartime London and Paris, officials and diplomats crafted overlapping agreements that carved up the Arabic-speaking world, while Arab leaders were misled into believing they were promised independence. At the heart of this betrayal lie the Hussein–McMahon Correspondence, the Sykes–Picot Agreement, and the Balfour Declaration—each addressing different audiences, often with contradictory intentions.

Hussein–McMahon Correspondence: A Masked Promise of Arab Independence

IN 1915–1916, SHARIF Hussein of Mecca exchanged letters with Sir Henry McMahon, Britain’s High Commissioner in Egypt, under the assumption that this would solidify Arab independence. Indeed, Hussein believed the lands stretching from Arabia up through the Levant, including Palestine, were to form part of an independent Arab state. However, the text of the correspondence—published by the British government in 1939—reveals deliberate ambiguity regarding Palestine, which was never explicitly promised.

Visuals like this evidence how Arab leaders interpreted British assurances. Yet behind the scenes, different plans were afoot.

For those wishing to study the correspondence, the complete set is publicly available in the UK Government’s 1939 publication (Cmd. 5957).

The Sykes–Picot Agreement: Blueprint of Betrayal

IN STARK CONTRAST TO the promises made to Hussein, Britain and France secretly negotiated the division of the Middle East. The Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) delineated which zones would fall under British or French control—Palestine included, marked for “special international administration.” When the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia (1917), they exposed the secret pact by publishing it, much to the shock and anger of the Arab world.

The expose appeared in Soviet press such as Izvestia, causing immediate uproar among those who felt betrayed by Britain, while reinforcing the strategic duplicity underlying European diplomacy.

Balfour Declaration: A Conflicted Promise

ON NOVEMBER 2, 1917, British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour wrote to Lord Rothschild, stating Britain's support for a "national home for the Jewish people" in Palestine—seemingly oblivious to the Arab claims already cultivated in the Hussein–McMahon Correspondence.

The declaration sparked controversy immediately, not least because it was issued while Arab hopes for independence were still being maintained.

A Tale of Parallel Promises and Realpolitik

WHILE SHARIF HUSSEIN believed he was securing independence for his people, Britain was planning—through Sykes-Picot and Balfour—not only to divide the region but to reshape it along colonial lines. The timing shows unmistakable duplicity: secret agreements were being finalized even as public assurances circulated, reinforcing conflicting expectations.

This dissonance was later expressed by Arab observers and modern historians, who described these events as symbols of betrayal that lay at the root of many contemporary conflicts in the region.

Yet, this narrative must not flatten the diversity of Arab reactions. Many Arabs—especially those within the Ottoman administrative and military structure—maintained their loyalty to the caliphate. Arab officers, judges, scholars, and notables across Palestine, Syria, and Iraq continued to serve in Ottoman institutions until British forces arrived. Historians note that only a minority, such as the Hashemite leadership in the Hijaz, aligned with the British for strategic and religious reasons, not the entire Arab world.
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Chapter 6: The Creation of Israel (1948)
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Zionist Ideology and the Road to Statehood

The origins of modern political Zionism can be traced back to the turbulent social and political conditions of late 19th century Europe. As anti-Semitic sentiments surged across the continent, particularly in Eastern Europe and Tsarist Russia, Jewish communities faced pogroms, exclusionary laws, and increasing violence. These harsh realities ignited a political awakening among segments of European Jewry who began to argue that assimilation had failed and that Jews needed a state of their own.

It was within this atmosphere that Theodor Herzl, an Austro-Hungarian journalist and political thinker, emerged as the intellectual father of political Zionism. His 1896 pamphlet Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State) laid out a secular, nationalist vision: the Jews, he argued, constituted a people and therefore deserved a sovereign homeland. Herzl's ideas quickly gained traction among Jewish communities in Europe. In 1897, he convened the First Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, which marked a pivotal moment in the formalization of Zionist ideology. It was at this congress that the movement adopted its foundational goal: “to establish a publicly and legally assured home for the Jewish people in Palestine.”

While Herzl's political Zionism gained institutional momentum, it was met with differing visions from other Jewish thinkers. Ahad Ha’am, a Russian Jewish intellectual, represented a strand of cultural Zionism that prioritized the spiritual and ethical revival of the Jewish people in their ancestral homeland over the establishment of a state. He envisioned Palestine as a cultural and spiritual center, not necessarily a political entity. These internal debates highlighted early ideological tensions within Zionism—between the pragmatic pursuit of statehood and the more philosophical idea of national renaissance.

Meanwhile, on the ground in Palestine, practical efforts to settle the land were already underway. Wealthy European Jewish families, most notably the Rothschilds, played a crucial role in financing the first agricultural colonies. These early settlements—like Rishon LeZion and Zikhron Ya’akov—faced immense challenges, from malaria and poor soil to hostile relations with local Arab communities. Nevertheless, they laid the groundwork for future waves of immigration.

These "aliyot" or immigration waves, known as the First and Second Aliyah, brought thousands of Jews to Palestine between the 1880s and the outbreak of World War I. Initially under Ottoman control, and later under British rule, the Jewish population in Palestine slowly grew. While these early immigrants were often motivated by a mix of ideology and survival, their arrival and land purchases began to unsettle the indigenous Arab population, planting the seeds of future conflict.

British Support and the Balfour Legacy

THE TRANSFORMATION of Zionist aspirations into international diplomacy came to a head during World War I. In 1917, British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour issued what would become one of the most controversial documents in Middle Eastern history: the Balfour Declaration. Addressed to Lord Rothschild, the letter expressed Britain’s support for “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,” while vaguely committing to the protection of “the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities.”

The Balfour Declaration became more than just a symbolic statement. After Britain seized control of Palestine from the Ottoman Empire, the principles of the declaration were incorporated into the League of Nations Mandate granted to Britain in 1922. Thus, British colonial policy became both the enabler of Zionist immigration and, theoretically, the guardian of Palestinian Arab rights. This dual commitment, however, proved fundamentally contradictory.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, tensions between Jewish and Arab communities intensified. As Jewish land purchases increased—often displacing Arab tenant farmers—Palestinian resistance took the form of demonstrations, strikes, and eventually open revolt. The most significant of these uprisings was the Great Arab Revolt of 1936–1939, a broad-based rebellion against both British colonialism and growing Zionist encroachment. The British response was brutal and repressive. They conducted widespread arrests, demolished homes, and used collective punishment tactics. Thousands of Palestinians were killed or imprisoned, while the revolt itself was crushed with the help of Zionist paramilitary collaboration.

In the aftermath, Britain issued the 1939 White Paper, which marked a significant departure from earlier policies. The White Paper limited Jewish immigration to 75,000 over five years and placed restrictions on land sales. This was a direct response to Arab demands, but it infuriated the Zionist movement—especially as it came on the eve of the Holocaust. With Europe descending into genocidal violence, the gates of Palestine were closing just as European Jews needed refuge most.

The contradictions of British policy—simultaneously courting Zionist support, attempting to placate Arab resistance, and maintaining imperial control—eventually made their position in Palestine untenable. The groundwork was laid for a shift in international Zionist strategy, this time toward a rising global power: the United States.

The Shift to American Backing

AS WORLD WAR II CAME to an end, a new geopolitical order began to take shape, with the United States emerging as a global superpower. For the Zionist movement, this represented both a challenge and an opportunity. British imperial decline meant that Zionist leaders had to find new allies. The United States, with its large and politically active Jewish population, was the natural choice.

President Harry Truman played a pivotal role during this transitional period. While initially reluctant to pressure the British on the Palestine issue, Truman became increasingly sympathetic to the plight of Holocaust survivors stranded in European displacement camps. In 1946, he pressed Britain to allow the immigration of 100,000 Jews into Palestine—a demand Britain refused, citing the risk of Arab unrest.

The Holocaust had a profound moral impact on international opinion, especially in the United States. For many, the genocide of six million Jews underscored the urgency of a Jewish homeland. Zionist leaders, including Chaim Weizmann and David Ben-Gurion, seized the moment to intensify lobbying efforts in Washington. American Jewish organizations mobilized public opinion, influenced congressional sentiment, and framed the cause of Zionism as both a humanitarian and a democratic imperative.

This culminated in growing U.S. support for the partition of Palestine. In 1947, the United Nations proposed dividing the land into separate Jewish and Arab states, with an international zone for Jerusalem. The plan—passed as UN General Assembly Resolution 181—was approved by a narrow vote, reflecting intense lobbying and geopolitical bargaining. While Zionist leaders accepted the plan (despite reservations about borders), Arab leaders and the Palestinian Arab population rejected it outright, arguing that it violated their right to self-determination.

The vote set the stage for the final act of British withdrawal and the emergence of the State of Israel. It also triggered the outbreak of civil war in Palestine, as communal violence spiraled in the months leading up to the end of the Mandate.

Palestine Before and After 1948

BEFORE THE CATACLYSM of 1948, Palestine was a land of vibrant cultural and agricultural life, with Arabs—both Muslim and Christian—constituting the majority. Historical maps and demographic data from the British Mandate period show that Arabs made up roughly two-thirds of the population, owning over 90% of the land. Despite this, Jewish immigration had significantly increased since the Balfour Declaration, particularly during the Nazi era, and the Zionist movement had quietly built parallel institutions, militias, and a nascent state structure.

Land acquisition was a central tool of the Zionist strategy. Through legal purchases facilitated by Jewish agencies, Zionist organizations amassed control over key areas of Palestine. These transactions, while formally legal, often displaced local tenants and contributed to mounting resentment. Tensions reached a boiling point with the UN Partition Plan, which allocated 55% of Palestine to the Jewish state—even though Jews constituted only about 33% of the population and owned less than 7% of the land at the time.

As war broke out following the UN vote, Zionist paramilitary groups such as the Haganah, Irgun, and Lehi launched coordinated campaigns to seize territory and neutralize perceived threats. Central to this effort was Plan Dalet, a military blueprint implemented in spring 1948. While its defenders argue it was defensive in nature, historical evidence—including internal Israeli documents—suggests that Plan Dalet facilitated the systematic expulsion of Palestinians from key areas.

By the time David Ben-Gurion declared the independence of Israel on May 14, 1948, over 300,000 Palestinians had already been displaced. In the following months, that number would swell to more than 750,000, creating a refugee crisis that persists to this day. Entire towns and villages were emptied, renamed, or destroyed. What had once been a multi-ethnic landscape became increasingly homogenized under the banner of a new Jewish state.

Eyewitness Testimonies of the Nakba

FOR PALESTINIANS, THE events of 1948 are remembered not as independence, but as al-Nakba—"the catastrophe." This experience is not only recorded in historical texts but lives on vividly in the oral testimonies of survivors. Eyewitnesses recall the trauma of sudden flight, massacres, and the destruction of entire communities. One of the most infamous events was the massacre at Deir Yassin, a small village near Jerusalem, where over 100 civilians were killed by Irgun and Lehi fighters. News of the atrocity spread rapidly, sparking widespread panic and accelerating the exodus of Palestinians.

Zionist Ideology and the Road to Statehood
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THEODOR HERZL AT THE FIRST ZIONIST CONGRESS IN BASEL ON 25.8.189

Zionism as a political movement did not arise from the soil of Palestine, nor did it emerge naturally from centuries of Jewish life under Islam. Its origins lay in the political turmoil of Europe, shaped by the rise of modern nationalism, colonial expansion, and the persistent shadow of antisemitism. For centuries, Jews in Europe had dreamed of a spiritual return to Zion. Medieval liturgies, mystic teachings, and rabbinical writings frequently invoked Jerusalem as the symbol of messianic hope. Yet for nearly two millennia, these aspirations were not translated into political programs. They remained spiritual anchors, deeply embedded in religious identity but disconnected from any concrete campaign for statehood.

This balance began to shift in the nineteenth century. The Enlightenment, while granting Jews in parts of Europe new opportunities for assimilation, also unleashed powerful currents of nationalism. German, Italian, and Hungarian nation-building inspired some Jewish thinkers to consider whether their people, too, required a political homeland. Meanwhile, waves of violent pogroms in Tsarist Russia and Eastern Europe confirmed to many Jews that assimilation into Christian-majority nations was both dangerous and illusory. Out of this crucible, political Zionism was born—a nationalism modeled on European ideologies, yet carrying biblical overtones.

Even before Herzl, some figures in Britain and Germany had floated the idea of Jewish restoration in Palestine. Christian evangelicals such as Lord Shaftesbury framed Jewish return as part of biblical prophecy, a prelude to the Second Coming. Their “restorationist” ideas circulated in diplomatic and theological circles, planting seeds for what would later become official British policy. Within Jewish communities, however, the idea remained marginal until the late 1800s.

The decisive turning point came with Theodor Herzl. A journalist covering the Dreyfus Affair in France, Herzl concluded that antisemitism was not a passing prejudice but a permanent condition of European life. In his 1896 pamphlet Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State), he declared that Jews could never achieve equality through assimilation. Instead, they required their own sovereign state. Herzl proposed either Palestine or Argentina as possible locations, but Palestine carried unique biblical resonance that resonated with Jews and Christian supporters alike. His vision was organizationally realized at the First Zionist Congress in Basel, 1897. The congress gathered Jewish leaders from across Europe and officially launched the World Zionist Organization. In his private diary, Herzl recorded: “In Basel, I founded the Jewish state. Perhaps not in five years, but certainly in fifty, everyone will see it.”

This moment signaled the transformation of an ancient hope into a modern political program, rooted not in Jewish traditions of coexistence but in the European nationalist impulse to claim land, construct ethnic identity, and assert sovereignty. Crucially, Herzl’s Zionism was not an organic continuation of Jewish life in the Ottoman Empire. For centuries, Jews had thrived under Ottoman rule.

When the Spanish Inquisition reached its peak in 1492, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella expelled the Jews, forcing hundreds of thousands into exile. Many found refuge in the Ottoman Empire, where Sultan Bayezid II welcomed them. He is remembered as saying, “You call Ferdinand a wise king, he who impoverishes his country and enriches mine!” Under his protection, Jews settled in Istanbul, Salonica, Safed, and Jerusalem. They became doctors, traders, artisans, and scholars, contributing to the richness of Ottoman society. In Palestine, Jewish communities coexisted peacefully with Muslims and Christians. The Ottoman millet system granted Jews autonomy in their religious and communal affairs, allowing them to administer synagogues, schools, and courts without fear of persecution. Unlike in Europe, Jews were not forced into ghettos, nor were they excluded from civic participation. Ottoman records from Jerusalem and Gaza testify to thriving Jewish quarters, tax registers, and petitions handled with fairness in Shari‘a-based courts.

The contrast is stark: while Jews in the Ottoman domains prospered in relative security, European nationalism was reshaping their destiny elsewhere. Herzl himself recognized the difficulty of achieving his project under Ottoman rule. He sought direct negotiation with Sultan Abdulhamid II in the early 1900s, offering to pay off Ottoman debts in exchange for a charter for Jewish settlement in Palestine. Abdulhamid, however, was unwavering. In letters preserved in Ottoman archives, he declared:


“I will not sell even one inch of land in Palestine. It is not mine to give. It belongs to the entire Muslim community. My ancestors fought for this land, watered it with their blood. Let the Jews keep their millions. If the Islamic Caliphate is destroyed one day, they may take Palestine without payment. But while I am alive, I will never consent to this.”


This principled refusal delayed Zionist ambitions, but it did not extinguish them. Denied by the sultan, Herzl and his associates turned increasingly to Britain and other Western powers. Baron Edmond de Rothschild, one of the wealthiest financiers in Europe, became the primary sponsor of early Zionist colonies in Palestine. Beginning in the 1880s, Rothschild funded settlements such as Rishon LeZion and Zikhron Ya’akov, purchasing land often from absentee landlords while displacing Arab tenant farmers. Letters exchanged between Rothschild and Zionist leaders reveal his meticulous involvement: he directed agricultural methods, insisted on Hebrew-language schooling, and oversaw the establishment of self-sufficient Jewish enclaves. These colonies were small but represented a radical departure: they were not religious communities seeking refuge under Ottoman tolerance, but nationalist outposts seeking to transform the land’s demography.

The Ottoman state grew increasingly wary of these developments. Provincial governors in Palestine reported rising tensions between new Jewish settlers and local Arabs. Court records from Jerusalem and Gaza show disputes over land sales, tenancy rights, and water access. The empire attempted to regulate immigration, at times forbidding Jews from settling in groups or purchasing large tracts of land. Yet European diplomatic pressure often forced the Ottomans to backtrack.

This period illustrates the collision of two models: the Ottoman model of coexistence, where Jews had lived for centuries in peace under Islamic rule, and the European Zionist model, which sought to reconfigure Palestine into an ethnonational homeland. Far from being a natural extension of Jewish life in the Middle East, Zionism was an intrusion shaped by Europe’s crises and ambitions.

The foundations of Israel, therefore, were laid not in the quiet streets of Ottoman Jerusalem but in the political salons of Vienna, Basel, and London. While Herzl and Rothschild strategized, Jewish communities in the Ottoman world continued their daily lives in relative harmony with their neighbors. It was European political Zionism that disrupted this balance, preparing the way for the seismic shifts of the twentieth century.


📜[image: IMG_256]

Theodor Herzl reports to his superiors about his failure to negotiate the land of Plaestine with the Ottoman Empire


Letter to Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, M.P, April 28, by Theodor Herzl about demanding Palestinian Land from the Ottoman Sultan

April 28, 1899 

Letter to Sir Ellis Ashmead Bartlett, M.P., British Post Office, 

Constantinople:  

Translator’s Note: Herzl’s pun ( auf der eigenen Erpresse drucken) involves a 

combination of the words for “press’* and “extortion/* 

Original text. 
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Dear Sir, 

Professor Kellner writes me, that he had the pleasure of explain- 

ing to you the aims of our Zionist movement, and that you were 

kind enough to take an interest in it. I should write you an “ex- 

post” on the subject, but I am not able to do that in good English, 

and I would not put such a delicate matter into the hands of a trans- 

lator. The thing may however be told in a few words. The Zion- 

ists are the representatives of the scattered Jewish People. They 

would reestablish their unfortunate brethren in Palestine under 

the Suzerainty of H.M. the Sultan, and under a sufficient guaran- 

tee of public right. The Turkish Government could, by coming to 

an agreement with the Zionists, regenerate the finances of the Em- 

pire. For that purpose we have founded a new Bank with a Capital 

of 2 Million Pounds Sterling. Our Bank is to be the financial in- 

strument of our aims and the agent for procuring loans etc. for the 

Turkish government. I am ready to explain the matter to H.M. 

the Sultan. 

It is easy to understand, that a capital of two millions is not suffi- 

cient to carry out such a great plan. It is merely the first step. The 

next would be to form a large Land-Company with a capital of ten, 

and more, million pounds. 

All is prepared by me to make of that undertaking an enormous 

success, once the Sultan accepts my preliminary propositions. I 

have the intention to come to Constantinople within the near 

future. 

With the personal and material means at the disposal of our 

people we should be able to construct, in a very short time, rail- 

ways, harbours, a whole new culture. Christian fellow-workers will 

be welcome. The work is great enough for many energies. 

Believe me, dear Sir, 

Yours faithfully 

Th. Herzl. 

Letter written to Artin Pasha of the Ottoman Empire by Theodor Herzl about Palestinian Land

APRIL 28, 1899

Your Excellency:

Permit me to introduce myself to you by recalling the memory

of the lamented M. de Newlinski. He was a devoted servant of

H M the Sultan and a sincere friend to Turkey. It was this devo-

tion which was the source of his reasons for being a zealous propa-

gator of Zionism, of which I have for some time been the humble

representative.

The purpose of Zionism is to create a lasting and legally assured

refuge for our unfortunate, persecuted brethren in various coun-

tries. We should like this refuge to be Palestine, if there is a possi-

bility of obtaining His Majesty’s permission. The Jewish colonists

will be faithful and devoted subjects of H.M., who, I believe, has

never had reason to be anything but proud of his Jewish subjects.

They will pay taxes through new organizations which will have to

be created in the country. They will increase, together with their

own well-being, the resources of that province of H.M. and of the

whole Empire.

For our part, we shall provide H.M.’s government with loans

under conditions still to be worked out, but which will certainly

be able to raise up to several hundreds of millions of francs. What

we wish to obtain in return for these sacrifices and services is simply

lasting security and a legal guarantee to work in peace for our poor,

persecuted masses.

We have discussed our plans and projects openly and loyally in

two public congresses held in Basel, and in order to avoid all mis-

understanding, we have taken care each time to begin our de-

liberations by laying our respectful homage at the foot of H.M. the

Sultan’s throne.

The financial assistance that we wish to provide for T urkey, if

she makes us welcome, will certainly not be limited to taxes and

loans. Its entire financial situation can be put in order with our

cooperation.

You will have to retire the public debt and once more freely

––––––––
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enjoy your own assets and resources. That will take perhaps a few 

years of circumspect and determined labor, but we will be fully 

successful. 

This task would require absolute secrecy and mutual confi- 

dence, because your enemies will not want Turkey to rise again 

and once more become materially independent. Everything will be 

done to thwart our beneficent undertaking, if it is not carried out 

with the utmost caution and skill 

I shall only call to your Excellency’s attention that every time 

financial assistance has been promised or provided to Turkey it 

was done by those who exacted usurious interest rates, subjected 

you to foreign management, and went away having impoverished 

the country still further. With us it is the other way round. The 

conditions under which you will obtain the money are reasonable 

ones. We offer you freedom from foreign control. And, last of all, 

these are not people who want to desert you, to abandon you, but 

who wish to unite their destiny with yours. 

To carry out our financial plans we have just established the 

Jewish Colonial Trust in London. It will serve as an intermediary 

in the initial transactions. For the future we have laid the ground- 

work for establishing the major companies that will be necessary. 

We can go no farther at present as long as we do not know whether 

an agreement is feasible or whether we will have to direct our plans 

toward another territory. 

If His Majesty the Sultan would do me the honor of granting 

me an audience, I would come to Constantinople with all speed to 

place my homage at the foot of his throne, reply respectfully to any 

objections that H.M., in his lofty wisdom, might see fit to make, 

and finally to supply all desired explanations and proofs. 

My numerous occupations would not allow me to go to Con- 

stantinople unless the audience were previously arranged. 

Kindly accept, Your Excellency, my highest regards. 

Yours faithfully, 

Dr. Th. H. 

The Balfour Declaration in Depth

THE STORY OF THE BALFOUR Declaration is not merely the tale of a single letter sent in November 1917. It is the story of how a global empire, embroiled in a devastating world war, chose to reshape the destiny of a land it did not own and a people it did not consult. To understand its weight, we must return to the atmosphere of wartime London, where imperial calculations, Zionist lobbying, and shifting promises to Arabs and allies collided in one of the most consequential documents in modern Middle Eastern history.

In the early years of the First World War, Britain was desperate to secure its strategic lines of communication to India, its oil supplies in Persia and Mesopotamia, and its position against the Ottoman Empire. The Arab Revolt, already influenced by British promises through the Hussein–McMahon correspondence, was being cultivated as a means of weakening the Ottoman war effort. Yet even as London assured Sharif Hussein of Mecca that the Arab lands would be granted independence after the war, a parallel conversation was unfolding with leaders of the Zionist movement.

Chaim Weizmann, a Russian-born chemist working in Britain, had become the foremost Zionist negotiator in London. His discovery of a synthetic method of producing acetone, critical to British munitions, gave him access to the highest levels of government. Through his connections with figures such as Prime Minister David Lloyd George and Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour, Weizmann presented Zionism as both a humanitarian cause and a tool for British imperial strategy. He argued that a Jewish homeland in Palestine, backed by Britain, would secure British influence in the eastern Mediterranean and provide a loyal population to guard imperial routes to India and the Suez Canal.

It was against this backdrop that the fateful letter was drafted. On 2 November 1917, Arthur Balfour, Britain’s Foreign Secretary, wrote to Lord Walter Rothschild, a prominent Jewish leader, declaring:


“His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.”


At first glance, the statement appears cautious, balancing support for Jewish aspirations with protection of the “existing non-Jewish communities.” Yet behind the careful wording lay deliberate ambiguity. The Jewish people were promised a “national home” — a phrase deliberately left undefined. Did it mean cultural autonomy, or a sovereign state? Meanwhile, the Palestinians — who made up over 90 percent of the population of the land — were not even named. They were reduced to the category of “non-Jewish communities,” a silence that foreshadowed their marginalization in international diplomacy.

Cabinet papers and diaries from the period reveal how calculated this ambiguity was. Some ministers, like Edwin Montagu, the only Jewish member of the Cabinet, warned vehemently against the declaration, arguing it would fuel antisemitism by portraying Jews as a separate nation and betray Britain’s wartime pledges to the Arabs. In a memorandum, Montagu wrote: “I can see the most bitter future for the Jews.” Yet his objections were swept aside. The promise to the Zionists was too useful: it shored up support from influential Jewish leaders in Britain and America, and it aligned Britain with a movement that could serve its imperial interests in the Middle East.

For the Ottoman Empire, still fighting to defend its lands, the declaration was an ominous signal. The Caliphate, already besieged from within by Arab insurgencies encouraged by Lawrence and his men, now faced the knowledge that Britain intended to reshape Palestine once victory was secured. Sultan Mehmed VI’s government protested, but their voices were drowned by the tide of war and diplomatic isolation.

Palestinians themselves were not consulted. In the years immediately following the declaration, petitions poured into the British administration in Jerusalem, expressing alarm and opposition. In 1920, the Muslim-Christian Associations across Palestine declared in a memorandum: “We consider Palestine as part of Arab Syria, as it has never been separated from it at any time. We are connected with it by national, religious, linguistic, natural, economic, and geographical bonds. We protest most strongly against the pretensions of Zionism.” Ottoman-era court registers, particularly in Jerusalem and Gaza, document early land disputes as Zionist organizations, funded by Rothschild and others, began purchasing estates from absentee landlords and displacing local peasants.

The declaration also had global reverberations. In the United States, President Woodrow Wilson, influenced by his close adviser and Zionist sympathizer Louis Brandeis, expressed support for Britain’s move. In France, the Sykes-Picot partner, the government issued a note of sympathy for Zionist aspirations. By aligning Western powers behind Zionism, the declaration ensured that Palestine’s future would no longer be decided locally but internationally, with little regard for its inhabitants.

For Gaza and the surrounding coastal regions, the consequences were immediate. The city, already devastated by the battles of 1917 between Ottoman and British forces, would now become part of a Mandate system in which Britain actively facilitated Jewish immigration and land acquisition. Gaza’s role as a hub of Palestinian resistance was shaped by these early years of betrayal, when promises of independence gave way to policies of colonization.

The Balfour Declaration, therefore, was not just a diplomatic letter; it was the blueprint of dispossession. It signaled the birth of a colonial project dressed in humanitarian language. It sowed division by elevating one community’s aspirations while erasing another’s identity. And it demonstrated, in stark terms, the duplicity of Western promises: to Arabs, the dream of independence; to Zionists, the promise of a homeland; to Britain, the assurance of imperial advantage.
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CABINET MINUTES (1917) – British National Archives, including Montagu’s memorandum against Zionism.

Memorandum of Edwin Montagu on the Anti-Semitism of the Present (British) Government - Submitted to the British Cabinet, August 1917

I have chosen the above title for this memorandum, not in any hostile sense, not by any means as quarrelling with an anti-Semitic view which may be held by my colleagues, not with a desire to deny that anti-Semitism can be held by rational men, not even with a view to suggesting that the Government is deliberately anti-Semitic; but I wish to place on record my view that the policy of His Majesty's Government is anti-Semitic in result will prove a rallying ground for Anti-Semites in every country in the world.

This view is prompted by the receipt yesterday of a correspondence between Lord Rothschild and Mr. Balfour.

Lord Rothschild's letter is dated the 18th July and Mr. Balfour's answer is to be dated August 1917. I fear that my protest comes too late, and it may well be that the Government were practically committed when Lord Rothschild wrote and before I became a member of the Government, for there has obviously been some correspondence or conversation before this letter. But I do feel that as the one Jewish Minister in the Government I may be allowed by my colleagues an opportunity of expressing views which may be peculiar to myself, but which I hold very strongly and which I must ask permission to express when opportunity affords.

I believe most firmly that this war has been a death-blow to Internationalism, and that it has proved an opportunity for a renewal of the slackening sense of Nationality, for it is has not only been tacitly agreed by most statesmen in most countries that the redistribution of territory resulting from the war should be more or less on national grounds, but we have learned to realise that our country stands for principles, for aims, for civilisation which no other country stands for in the same degree, and that in the future, whatever may have been the case in the past, we must live and fight in peace and in war for those aims and aspirations, and so equip and regulate our lives and industries as to be ready whenever and if ever we are challenged. To take one instance, the science of Political Economy, which in its purity knows no Nationalism, will hereafter be tempered and viewed in the light of this national need of defence and security. The war has indeed justified patriotism as the prime motive of political thought.

It is in this atmosphere that the Government proposes to endorse the formation of a new nation with a new home in Palestine. This nation will presumably be formed of Jewish Russians, Jewish Englishmen, Jewish Roumanians, Jewish Bulgarians, and Jewish citizens of all nations - survivors or relations of those who have fought or laid down their lives for the different countries which I have mentioned, at a time when the three years that they have lived through have united their outlook and thought more closely than ever with the countries of which they are citizens.

Zionism has always seemed to me to be a mischievous political creed, untenable by any patriotic citizen of the United Kingdom. If a Jewish Englishman sets his eyes on The Mount of Olives and longs for the day when he will shake British soil from his shoes and go back to agricultural pursuits in Palestine, he has always seemed to me to have acknowledged aims inconsistent with British citizenship and to have admitted that he is unfit for a share in public life in Great Britain, or to be treated as an Englishman. I have always understood that those who indulged in this creed were largely animated by the restrictions upon and refusal of liberty to Jews in Russia. But at the very time when these Jews have been acknowledged as Jewish Russians and given all liberties, it seems to be inconceivable that Zionism should be officially recognised by the British Government, and that Mr. Balfour should be authorized to say that Palestine was to be reconstituted as the "national home of the Jewish people". I do not know what this involves, but I assume that it means that Mahommedans and Christians are to make way for the Jews and that the Jews should be put in all positions of preference and should be peculiarly associated with Palestine in the same way that England is with the English or France with the French, that Turks and other Mahommedans in Palestine will be regarded as foreigners, just in the same way as Jews will hereafter be treated as foreigners in every country but Palestine. Perhaps also citizenship must be granted only as a result of a religious test.

I lay down with emphasis four principles:

I assert that there is not a Jewish nation. The members of my family, for instance, who have been in this country for generations, have no sort or kind of community of view or of desire with any Jewish family in any other country beyond the fact that they profess to a greater or less degree the same religion. It is no more true to say that a Jewish Englishman and a Jewish Moor are of the same nation than it is to say that a Christian Englishman and a Christian Frenchman are of the same nation: of the same race, perhaps, traced back through the centuries - through centuries of the history of a peculiarly adaptable race. The Prime Minister and M. Briand are, I suppose, related through the ages, one as a Welshman and the other as a Breton, but they certainly do not belong to the same nation.

When the Jews are told that Palestine is their national home, every country will immediately desire to get rid of its Jewish citizens, and you will find a population in Palestine driving out its present inhabitants, taking all the best in the country, drawn from all quarters of the globe, speaking every language on the face of the earth, and incapable of communicating with one another except by means of an interpreter. I have always understood that this was the consequence of the building of the Tower of Babel, if ever it was built, and I certainly do not dissent from the view, commonly held, as I have always understood, by the Jews before Zionism was invented, that to bring the Jews back to form a nation in the country from which they were dispersed would require Divine leadership. I have never heard it suggested, even by their most fervent admirers, that either Mr. Balfour or Lord Rothschild would prove to be the Messiah.

I claim that the lives that British Jews have led, that the aims that they have had before them, that the part that they have played in our public life and our public institutions, have entitled them to be regarded, not as British Jews, but as Jewish Britons. I would willingly disfranchise every Zionist. I would be almost tempted to proscribe the Zionist organisation as illegal and against the national interest. But I would ask of a British Government sufficient tolerance to refuse a conclusion which makes aliens and foreigners by implication, if not at once by law, of all their Jewish fellow-citizens.

I deny that Palestine is to-day associated with the Jews or properly to be regarded as a fit place for them to live in. The Ten Commandments were delivered to the Jews on Sinai. It is quite true that Palestine plays a large part in Jewish history, but so it does in modern Mahommendan history, and, after the time of the Jews, surely it plays a larger part than any other country in Christian history. The Temple may have been in Palestine, but so was the Sermon on the Mount and the Crucifixion. I would not deny to Jews in Palestine equal rights to colonisation with those who profess other religions, but a religious test of citizenship seems to me to be the only admitted by those who take a bigoted and narrow view of one particular epoch of the history of Palestine, and claim for the Jews a position to which they are not entitled.

If my memory serves me right, there are three times as many Jews in the world as could possible get into Palestine if you drove out all the population that remains there now. So that only one-third will get back at the most, and what will happen to the remainder?

I can easily understand the editors of the Morning Post and of the New Witness being Zionists, and I am not in the least surprised that the non-Jews of England may welcome this policy. I have always recognised the unpopularity, much greater than some people think, of my community. We have obtained a far greater share of this country's goods and opportunities than we are numerically entitled to. We reach on the whole maturity earlier, and therefore with people of our own age we compete unfairly. Many of us have been exclusive in our friendships and intolerant in our attitude, and I can easily understand that many a non-Jew in England wants to get rid of us. But just as there is no community of thought and mode of life among Christian Englishmen, so there is not among Jewish Englishmen. More and more we are educated in public schools and at the Universities, and take our part in the politics, in the Army, in the Civil Service, of our country. And I am glad to think that the prejudices against inter-marriage are breaking down. But when the Jew has a national home, surely it follows that the impetus to deprive us of the rights of British citizenship must be enormously increased. Palestine will become the world's Ghetto. Why should the Russian give the Jew equal rights? His national home is Palestine. Why does Lord Rothschild attach so much importance to the difference between British and foreign Jews? All Jews will be foreign Jews, inhabitants of the great country of Palestine.

I do not know how the fortunate third will be chosen, but the Jew will have the choice, whatever country he belongs to, whatever country he loves, whatever country he regards himself as an integral part of, between going to live with people who are foreigners to him, but to whom his Christian fellow-countrymen have told him he shall belong, and of remaining as an unwelcome guest in the country that he thought he belonged to.

I am not surprised that the Government should take this step after the formation of a Jewish Regiment, and I am waiting to learn that my brother, who has been wounded in the Naval Division, or my nephew, who is in the Grenadier Guards, will be forced by public opinion or by Army regulations to become an officer in a regiment which will mainly be composed of people who will not understand the only language which he speaks - English. I can well understand that when it was decided, and quite rightly, to force foreign Jews in this country to serve in the Army, it was difficult to put them in British regiments because of the language difficulty, but that was because they were foreigners, and not because they were Jews, and a Foreign Legion would seem to me to have been the right thing to establish. A Jewish Legion makes the position of Jews in other regiments more difficult and forces a nationality upon people who have nothing in common.

I feel that the Government are asked to be the instrument for carrying out the wishes of a Zionist organisation largely run, as my information goes, at any rate in the past, by men of enemy descent or birth, and by this means have dealt a severe blow to the liberties, position and opportunities of service of their Jewish fellow-countrymen.

I would say to Lord Rothschild that the Government will be prepared to do everything in their power to obtain for Jews in Palestine complete liberty of settlement and life on an equality with the inhabitants of that country who profess other religious beliefs. I would ask that the Government should go no further.

	S.M.


23 August 1917
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Mandatory Palestine population by birthplace from the 1931 census of Palestine. According to the census 98% of Palestinian Muslims were born in Palestine, compared to 80% of Christians and 42% of Jews.

The Balfour Declaration: Promise, Betrayal, and the Road to Palestine’s Loss

THE STORY OF THE Balfour Declaration of November 2, 1917 cannot be understood in isolation. It must be seen as the culmination of decades of Zionist ambition, the duplicity of wartime diplomacy, and the steady unraveling of the Ottoman order in Palestine. While the text of the declaration was brief — a single-page letter addressed from British Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour to Lord Lionel Walter Rothschild, a representative of Britain’s Jewish elite — its consequences would stretch across centuries, redrawing the map of the Middle East and reshaping the lives of millions.

The declaration read:

"His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country."

At first glance, the statement seems balanced, even cautious. It mentions both Jewish aspirations and the rights of “non-Jewish communities.” But a closer examination exposes its fatal flaw. By describing the vast Arab Muslim and Christian population — who made up nearly 90 percent of Palestine’s inhabitants in 1917 — as merely “non-Jewish communities,” the British government had already reduced them to a secondary, almost invisible status. This rhetorical sleight of hand would be one of the most destructive legacies of the declaration.

Zionist Lobbying and Imperial Calculation

THE ROOTS OF THE DECLARATION stretch back to the rise of modern political Zionism in Europe. Decades before Balfour’s letter, Jewish leaders had begun lobbying European powers for support in establishing a homeland in Palestine. Herzl’s First Zionist Congress (1897) produced a clear political program, but the movement lacked a great-power patron. Britain became that patron during the First World War.

The correspondence of Zionist leaders like Chaim Weizmann with senior British politicians demonstrates how effective this lobbying was. Weizmann presented Zionism as both a moral cause and a strategic asset. He argued that Jewish settlement in Palestine would act as a loyal outpost of Western civilization in a volatile region. During the war, Weizmann’s contribution to British munitions technology (specifically his process for producing acetone) gave him unusual access to the highest levels of government, including Prime Minister David Lloyd George and Balfour himself.

Archival documents, such as Herbert Samuel’s 1915 memorandum to the British Cabinet, make clear that imperial strategy was decisive. Samuel, a British politician of Jewish descent and later the first High Commissioner for Palestine, argued that a Jewish homeland would secure Britain’s interests near the Suez Canal and create a pro-British population base. In the crucible of war, when Britain feared losing influence in the Middle East to France or even Germany, these arguments carried weight.

Thus, the declaration was not simply a benevolent statement of sympathy. It was a transactional promise, born out of geopolitical needs as much as ideological conviction.

Contradictions of British Policy

THE TRAGEDY OF THE Balfour Declaration lies also in its timing. At the very moment Britain was promising Palestine to the Zionists, it was also making conflicting promises elsewhere. The Hussein–McMahon Correspondence (1915–16) had pledged Arab independence in return for revolt against the Ottomans. The Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) had secretly divided Ottoman lands between Britain and France. Now, the Balfour Declaration introduced a third promise: Palestine as a Jewish homeland under British auspices.

This web of duplicity would haunt the postwar order. Arabs who had trusted British words of independence — though, as Ottoman archives confirm, only some tribal leaders defected while most Muslims remained loyal to the Caliphate — now realized they had been betrayed. Palestinian Arabs in particular had never been consulted at all.

Palestinian Response

FROM THE VERY BEGINNING, Palestinian voices resisted the declaration. Archival petitions from Jerusalem, Jaffa, and Nablus show townspeople demanding that Britain respect their rights. The First Palestinian Arab Congress of 1919, convened in Jerusalem, declared in its resolutions that Palestine was an Arab country and rejected the imposition of a Jewish homeland. Yet these voices were sidelined in the great-power negotiations at Paris, San Remo, and Geneva.

British administrators themselves foresaw the trouble. In confidential reports, some warned that the declaration was unenforceable without suppressing the will of the majority. Yet London, motivated by imperial ambition and Zionist lobbying, pressed forward.

From Letter to Law

WHAT BEGAN AS A PRIVATE letter quickly became enshrined in international law. At the San Remo Conference (1920), Britain secured recognition of its mandate over Palestine, and the League of Nations incorporated the Balfour Declaration into the Mandate for Palestine (1922). Thus, a single-page document, written without Palestinian input, acquired the force of international legitimacy.

This transformation illustrates the way imperial power could elevate private correspondence into a legal instrument binding on millions. To the Zionist movement, the declaration was now a legal charter; to Palestinians, it was a sentence of dispossession.

Gaza, Jerusalem, and the “Non-Jewish Communities”

NOWHERE WAS THE IMPACT felt more directly than in cities like Gaza and Jerusalem. For centuries, under the Ottomans, these cities had enjoyed stability under the millet system, where Muslims, Christians, and Jews each managed their internal affairs. Ottoman records show Jewish communities in Jerusalem prospering peacefully alongside their Muslim neighbors, particularly after the empire welcomed refugees from Spain in 1492. This long tradition of coexistence was abruptly interrupted by the declaration, which prioritized the political ambitions of a European movement over the lived reality of Palestine’s people.

By reclassifying Palestinians as “non-Jewish communities,” the declaration denied them political identity. Gaza’s Muslim farmers, Jerusalem’s Christian clergy, and Jaffa’s traders suddenly found themselves treated as obstacles to someone else’s “national home.”

Historical Legacy

THE Balfour Declaration was more than a letter; it was the blueprint of a century of conflict. It symbolized the marriage of Zionist ideology with Western imperial strategy, and it revealed how great powers could redraw maps and rewrite identities with a stroke of the pen. Its legacy lives on not only in the displacement of 1948 but in every debate about justice, sovereignty, and colonialism in the modern Middle East.

British and U.S. Support: From Mandate to Statehood

THE INK OF THE Balfour Declaration was scarcely dry when Britain sought to transform its vague promises into a practical system of governance. In 1920, the San Remo Conference awarded Britain the Mandate over Palestine, and by 1922, the League of Nations had formalized it. What began as a letter to Lord Rothschild was now embedded in international law. But the Mandate was not neutral. It was explicitly framed as an instrument to “put into effect” the Balfour Declaration. In this way, British support for Zionism became an official imperial project, and Palestine was recast as a space for experimentation in settler colonialism.

British Policies and the Mandate

UNDER THE Mandate system, Palestine was theoretically being prepared for self-rule. In practice, Britain tilted heavily toward Zionist goals. Administrators such as Herbert Samuel, the first High Commissioner, implemented policies that facilitated Jewish immigration and land acquisition. Samuel, himself a Zionist sympathizer, appointed Jews to key administrative posts, established the Hebrew language as one of the official tongues of the Mandate, and ensured that the Jewish Agency had semi-governmental authority.

British White Papers, parliamentary debates, and cabinet memoranda reveal the contradictions of policy. At times, Britain sought to appease Arab protests — such as during the violent uprisings of 1920, 1929, and the Great Revolt of 1936–39 — by issuing limits on immigration. Yet each of these restrictions was watered down or circumvented under pressure from Zionist leaders and British politicians sympathetic to the cause.

Gaza and other Palestinian cities bore the brunt of these policies. Farmers lost land through legal manipulation, often unaware of clauses in contracts that transferred ownership permanently to Jewish settlers. Meanwhile, British police brutally suppressed demonstrations, imprisoning or exiling local leaders who opposed the Mandate. Reports from the Colonial Office repeatedly warned that Britain was losing legitimacy among the Arab population, yet policy remained unchanged.
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Ethnically Cleansed Palestinians on their way to Lebanon, Oct. 1948

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: IMG_256]

FALUJA-GAZA, 1949, Ethnically Cleansed Palestinians on their way to Hebron

U.S. Enters the Arena

BY THE 1920S AND 1930S, support for Zionism had begun to cross the Atlantic. American Jewish organizations, especially those inspired by the success of Chaim Weizmann in London, launched powerful lobbying campaigns in Washington. While the U.S. was not a mandatory power, its moral weight and growing global influence made it a crucial actor.

The interwar years saw the emergence of figures such as Louis Brandeis, the first Jewish justice on the U.S. Supreme Court, who became a leading advocate of Zionism. Correspondence between Brandeis and Weizmann, preserved in archives, demonstrates how American Zionists framed the issue not only as a Jewish cause but as a moral duty for the Western world.

By the time of the Second World War, the U.S. role had grown decisive. The horror of the Holocaust gave Zionism unprecedented moral authority, and American leaders began to see Jewish statehood as both a humanitarian solution and a strategic outpost in the Middle East.

The Truman Factor
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HARRY TRUMAN WITH EDDIE Jacobson 

President Harry S. Truman played perhaps the most pivotal role in shifting U.S. policy decisively toward Zionism. Truman was personally lobbied by influential Jewish leaders and donors, as well as by ordinary citizens. The famous story of Eddie Jacobson, Truman’s former business partner, illustrates the personal dimension: Jacobson persuaded the reluctant president to meet Chaim Weizmann in 1948, a meeting that solidified Truman’s commitment to supporting the establishment of Israel.

Declassified State Department memoranda reveal that many U.S. diplomats opposed Truman’s stance, warning that it would destabilize the Middle East and alienate Arab allies. Yet Truman pushed ahead, swayed by moral arguments, electoral politics, and personal conviction. On May 14, 1948, the day after David Ben-Gurion declared the independence of Israel, Truman granted U.S. recognition within minutes — making America the first country to do so.

Palestinian Marginalization

WHAT IS STRIKING IN both the British and American records is the near-total absence of Palestinian voices. While Zionist leaders lobbied London and Washington with skill and persistence, Palestinian Arabs were systematically sidelined. Delegations from Jerusalem, Jaffa, and Gaza traveled to Europe to present petitions, but they were largely ignored. When Palestinians resisted violently — as in the Great Revolt of 1936–1939 — they were met with overwhelming force. British troops executed rebel leaders, destroyed villages, and imposed collective punishments.

By the end of the Mandate period, Palestinians were weakened, disorganized, and politically fractured. Meanwhile, the Zionist movement had secured global legitimacy, financial support, and military strength through the Haganah and related organizations.

The Road to Partition

THE ALIGNMENT OF BRITISH and American support ensured that by the 1940s, the establishment of a Jewish state was no longer a question of if, but when. British withdrawal, combined with American backing at the United Nations, paved the way for the 1947 Partition Plan, which allocated 55 percent of Palestine to the Jewish state despite Jews making up only one-third of the population.

The logic of the Balfour Declaration had come full circle. What began as a single-page promise was now about to be realized on the ground, at the cost of Palestinian dispossession.
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Chapter 7: The Nakba and Its Aftermath
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Introduction: Defining the Nakba
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The year 1948 is burned into the collective memory of the Palestinian people as al-Nakba — “the Catastrophe.” This word, simple in its form, carries within it the pain of an entire nation dispossessed, displaced, and uprooted from its ancestral homeland. To Palestinians, the Nakba is not a chapter of history neatly confined to the past. It is an open wound, a continuing process of erasure and exile that began in 1947–1949 with the creation of the State of Israel, and which has shaped every generation of Palestinians since.

In Western narratives, 1948 is often presented as the triumphant “birth of Israel,” celebrated as the realization of a dream long nurtured by Zionist leaders. In Palestinian memory, it is the year of devastation, the year in which over 750,000 men, women, and children were forced from their homes, more than 500 villages were depopulated or destroyed, and entire communities were scattered across borders. The same historical event produced two radically different legacies: for one people, a homeland created; for another, a homeland lost.

The Nakba did not erupt out of nowhere. As demonstrated in the previous chapters, it was the culmination of decades of political maneuvering, colonial agreements, and Zionist planning. The Balfour Declaration of 1917, the British Mandate policies, the influx of European Jewish settlers, and the growing strength of Zionist militias all prepared the ground. What happened in 1948 was not an accident of war but the result of a deliberate project of demographic engineering, a systematic campaign to empty Palestine of its indigenous population and secure the territory for a Jewish state.

The word Nakba itself became central to Palestinian identity only later, as refugees reflected on their collective trauma. Yet at the time, the reality of what was happening was clear. Diaries, letters, and contemporary accounts describe families fleeing in terror, entire villages emptied overnight, and convoys of refugees trudging under the hot sun with little more than the clothes on their backs. The catastrophe was immediate and undeniable, even if the world turned its eyes away.

One must also recognize that the Nakba was not only about land or population transfer. It was an assault on memory, culture, and belonging. Mosques and churches were desecrated, cemeteries uprooted, and centuries-old olive groves burned. The destruction was not limited to buildings or fields but extended to the very symbols of Palestinian permanence. To erase a people from their geography was also to erase them from history. Yet, paradoxically, this erasure became the seed of a powerful resistance: Palestinians carried the keys to their houses, the deeds to their lands, and the stories of their villages into exile, preserving them as living proof that they belonged and would return.

The Nakba’s legacy is visible most vividly in Gaza, where tens of thousands of refugees crowded into makeshift camps after being driven from towns like Ashkelon, Majdal, and Beersheba. What was once a modest Mediterranean town became one of the most densely populated areas in the world, a prison for a displaced people. Gaza’s current struggles — its overcrowding, poverty, and relentless cycles of violence — are not anomalies of modern politics but direct consequences of the catastrophe of 1948. To understand Gaza today, one must return to the fields and homes left behind in 1948, to the convoys of refugees and the deliberate policies that forced them there.

For Palestinians, the Nakba is ongoing. The expulsions of 1948 were not the end of dispossession but the beginning of a structure of apartheid, occupation, and exile that has endured for over seven decades. Each war, each demolition, each denial of the right of return, is a continuation of that catastrophe. To speak of the Nakba, then, is to speak of both history and present, memory and reality, past injustice and its unbroken continuation.

The Nakba is more than an event; it is a lens through which Palestinians see the world and their struggle. It is a reminder that the creation of Israel cannot be divorced from the destruction of Palestine, and that the suffering of one people was the foundation of the triumph of another. It is, above all, a call for justice — for memory to be honored, for truth to be acknowledged, and for the displaced to be restored to their homes.

The Mass Expulsions (1947–1949)

THE NAKBA WAS DEFINED not only by the proclamation of the State of Israel in May 1948 but, more critically, by the systematic expulsions that began months before and continued well after. Between 1947 and 1949, more than 750,000 Palestinians — the majority of the Arab population of historic Palestine — were forced from their homes. This was not the incidental result of war but the implementation of a strategy envisioned by Zionist leaders and executed with precision by paramilitary forces.
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The Plan: From Partition to Expulsion

THE UNITED NATIONS’ Partition Plan of November 1947 (Resolution 181) was presented as a compromise between Arabs and Jews. In reality, it allocated 55% of Palestine to a Jewish minority that comprised only one-third of the population and owned less than 7% of the land. For Palestinians, this plan was unacceptable, a gross violation of their rights as the overwhelming majority. For Zionist leaders, however, it offered international legitimacy for their state-building project — but only if they could secure the land without its indigenous population.

David Ben-Gurion and the Jewish Agency leadership were clear in their intentions. Private correspondence, such as Ben-Gurion’s diary entries, reveal a strategy that went beyond securing independence. In one entry dated 1948, he wrote: “We must expel Arabs and take their places... and, if we do not, we will not have a state.” The seeds of what would become known as Plan Dalet (Plan D) were already germinating — a blueprint for systematically emptying Palestinian villages and towns through terror, intimidation, and outright military assault.

Deir Yassin: The Massacre that Echoed Across Palestine

ON APRIL 9, 1948, THE quiet village of Deir Yassin, west of Jerusalem, became the site of one of the most infamous atrocities of the Nakba. Zionist militias — the Irgun and the Stern Gang — stormed the village, killing over 100 men, women, and children. Survivors recounted scenes of horror: homes invaded, families shot at close range, and women paraded through Jerusalem in humiliation.

While Zionist leaders later tried to distance themselves from the massacre, the truth is that the event served its intended purpose. News of the massacre spread rapidly, sowing panic throughout Palestine. Villagers, terrified of facing the same fate, fled en masse. A survivor, Fatima al-Majdalawi, recalled: “We left without taking anything. We thought we would be gone for a week or two, until things calmed. But we never returned.”

Deir Yassin was not an isolated incident. It was emblematic of a broader strategy: using fear as a weapon of expulsion. The massacre set a precedent for other operations, in which villages were encircled, bombarded, and emptied, their inhabitants driven to the roads of exile.

Cities Under Siege: Haifa, Jaffa, Lydda, and Ramle

MAJOR URBAN CENTERS were not spared. In Haifa, British troops withdrew in April 1948, leaving chaos in their wake. Zionist forces shelled Arab neighborhoods, and by the end of the month, some 70,000 Palestinian residents were driven to the port and forced onto boats heading to Lebanon. British officers present at the scene recorded the mass panic in their reports, describing families “clutching whatever possessions they could carry” as they were herded onto ships.

In Jaffa, the ancient port city, the onslaught was so severe that waves of civilians fled across the sea to Gaza and Egypt. Eyewitness photographs show the harbor crowded with overloaded boats, carrying desperate families who left behind their houses, businesses, and livelihoods.

The expulsions reached their peak in Lydda (Lod) and Ramle in July 1948, during Operation Dani. Yitzhak Rabin, then a young officer and later Prime Minister of Israel, described the orders in his memoirs: “We walked outside, Ben-Gurion accompanying us. Allon repeated his question, ‘What shall we do with the Arabs?’ Ben-Gurion waved his hand in a gesture which said: Drive them out!” What followed was one of the largest forced marches of the Nakba: 50,000–70,000 Palestinians were expelled in the sweltering July heat, many dying of thirst and exhaustion along the way.

Destroying Villages to Prevent Return

BY THE WAR’S END, MORE than 500 Palestinian villages were emptied, many of them systematically destroyed. Houses were dynamited, mosques turned into warehouses, cemeteries desecrated. A report from the Israeli Custodian of Absentee Property in 1949 confirmed that abandoned homes were quickly handed over to new Jewish immigrants from Europe. Villages like al-Majdal (later renamed Ashkelon), Beit Nabala, and hundreds of others were erased from the map, their lands seized and their names replaced with Hebrew equivalents.

Archival maps from before and after 1948 reveal the scope of the erasure: whole communities that had thrived for centuries vanished within months. Scholars such as Walid Khalidi meticulously documented this destruction in All That Remains, preserving the memory of villages that Israel sought to obliterate.

The Refugee Camps of Gaza

MANY OF THE EXPELLED found themselves in Gaza, which overnight became a refuge for tens of thousands. Camps like Jabaliya, Beach Camp, and Rafah were established under UNRWA in 1949, initially with tents and makeshift shelters. Archival photographs from the early 1950s show children barefoot in muddy lanes, families cooking in open-air fires, and aid workers distributing rations.
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A British Red Cross report from 1949 described Gaza as “a strip of misery,” where a population of 80,000 ballooned to nearly 200,000 in less than a year. Entire families who once lived in stone houses and cultivated fertile fields were reduced to living in overcrowded camps, dependent on handouts. Yet even here, the spirit of resistance persisted: refugees clung to the deeds of their homes, the keys to their doors, and the oral histories of their villages, passing them down to the next generation.

International Silence and Complicity

THE WORLD WATCHED THE mass expulsions with muted response. Reports reached the United Nations and Red Cross, but little was done to stop them. Western powers, particularly the United States and Britain, were quick to recognize the new State of Israel while turning a blind eye to the dispossession of its indigenous population.

For Palestinians, the silence of the world compounded the pain of expulsion. It was not only that they had lost their homes but that their cries for justice seemed unheard. The contrast was especially stark when compared to the global sympathy and support given to other displaced peoples in the aftermath of World War II.

The Nakba was thus not only a catastrophe inflicted by Zionist militias but one perpetuated by international indifference. The silence of 1948 paved the way for the decades of dispossession, occupation, and apartheid that followed.

Eyewitness Testimonies of the Nakba

THE STORY OF PALESTINE in 1948 cannot be told without the voices of those who lived through its darkest hours. Political treaties, military campaigns, and diplomatic conferences explain the machinery of dispossession, but it is in the words of ordinary men, women, and children that we find the true meaning of the Nakba — the catastrophe that tore apart centuries of Palestinian life. These eyewitness testimonies, preserved in oral history projects, UN archives, and refugee records, stand as living documents of a people whose very existence was threatened yet whose memory endured.
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The Human Face of Dispossession

IN HAIFA, WHERE JEWISH and Arab communities had coexisted for generations, the final weeks of April 1948 brought chaos. British forces withdrew, and Zionist militias advanced on the port city. Um Khalil, a mother of five, recalled in a testimony given decades later to the Institute for Palestine Studies: “They announced on the loudspeakers that we must leave if we wanted to save our lives. My husband told me to take the children and run. We thought we would return after the fighting stopped, but the doors of our house never opened to us again.” Her words echo thousands of similar stories from Haifa — a city emptied of nearly 70,000 Palestinians in a matter of days.

In Jaffa, the great port of Palestine, the bombardment was relentless. Eyewitnesses described shells falling on residential quarters, sending waves of terrified families to the shoreline where British boats ferried them away. One survivor, Khalil Sakakini, noted in his diary: “Jaffa was not defeated in battle; it was drowned in terror. We were not given a chance to defend our homes — the fear of massacre spread faster than bullets.” His reflection reveals the psychological warfare that accompanied the physical siege: Palestinians were made to believe that survival meant flight.

Massacres and Fear as Weapons

THE TESTIMONIES ALSO speak of the calculated use of massacre to spread fear. In the village of Deir Yassin near Jerusalem, April 9, 1948, more than 100 men, women, and children were killed by Irgun and Stern Gang militias. Survivors recalled seeing bodies piled in courtyards, women shot as they tried to shield their children, and villagers dragged through the streets in parades meant to terrorize others. The massacre was not an isolated event but part of a broader strategy: the news of Deir Yassin spread like fire, convincing countless Palestinians that staying meant death.

Fatima, a teenage survivor who later fled to Ramallah, recounted: “We heard that in Deir Yassin they killed women and children. My father told us we could not wait. He said, ‘Better to leave with honor than be slaughtered like sheep.’ We walked for days, never imagining that this road would be our life forever.” Her testimony illustrates how word of mouth, fueled by atrocity, became as destructive as bullets themselves.

From Villages to Refugee Camps

THE NAKBA WAS NOT CONFINED to cities; rural Palestine also suffered the same fate. In Lydda and Ramle, over 70,000 people were expelled in July 1948 in what historians now call the “Lydda Death March.” Survivors told of Israeli soldiers forcing entire populations to march under the scorching sun, with little water or food. Mothers carried babies until their arms collapsed; elderly men were left to die by the roadside. The Red Cross recorded scenes of mass suffering, with thousands of refugees arriving in Ramallah barefoot, exhausted, and broken.

In Gaza, the tide of humanity was overwhelming. Villagers from the coastal plain poured into the strip, seeking refuge in makeshift camps of tents and tin shacks. Testimonies collected by the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) describe families living for months without clean water, enduring hunger and disease. Yet amidst this hardship, there was also resilience: teachers opened schools in tents, imams led prayers on sandy ground, and women organized community kitchens to feed the displaced. These eyewitness accounts remind us that the Nakba was not only about destruction — it was also about the struggle to preserve dignity in the face of ruin.

Archival Records and International Witnesses

THE UNITED NATIONS and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) provide additional testimonies from neutral observers. Count Folke Bernadotte, the UN mediator assassinated in Jerusalem in 1948, wrote in his report: “It is undeniable that hundreds of thousands of Arabs who once lived in Palestine are now refugees... driven from their homes, not by the fortunes of war alone, but by deliberate policies of removal.” His statement confirms what Palestinian testimonies had already made clear: the expulsions were not accidental byproducts of conflict but the result of intentional strategy.

The Red Cross, present in the field, described the Lydda expulsions as a humanitarian catastrophe. Their reports detail children collapsing from dehydration, and convoys of exhausted families arriving at Jordanian checkpoints in dire condition. These official records, when read alongside Palestinian voices, form a layered picture of systematic displacement — not simply spontaneous flight.

Memory and Continuity

PERHAPS THE MOST REMARKABLE feature of these testimonies is their persistence. Seventy-five years later, elderly refugees in camps across Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, and Gaza still carry the keys to their original homes. Oral history projects, such as those by Birzeit University and Al-Jana in Beirut, have recorded thousands of hours of testimony, preserving the names of villages erased from maps. One old man from the destroyed village of Lifta told researchers: “They demolished our houses, but they could not demolish our memories. Every olive tree, every stone, still lives inside us.”

This insistence on memory is itself a form of resistance. In a world where official narratives tried to erase Palestinian existence, testimonies became the archive of a nation. They bridge generations, teaching grandchildren about lands they have never seen but whose stories are alive in their families’ voices. The following is published by Institute for Palestinian Studies written by Wasif Jawhariyyeh. (My Last Days as an Ottoman Subject: Selections from Wasif Jawhariyyeh's Memoirs | Institute for Palestine Studies-palestine-studies.org).

The following are excerpts from volume one of Wasif Jawhariyyeh‘s three-volume hand written memoirs. They shed light on the atmosphere in Jerusalem on the eve of the collapse of Ottoman rule in 1917. The entire manuscript is being edited and will be published in Arabic as Oud wa Barood: The Jerusalem Diaries of Wasif Jawhariyyeh (1904-1948), ed. Issam Nassar and Salim Tamari (Jerusalem: Institute of Jerusalem Studies, 2001). The selections were translated for the Jerusalem Quarterly File by Amal Amireh, Professor of English at al-Najah National University.

“My Leave of Absence in Jerusalem

The leave of absence I had, which was signed by the commandant of Jericho, was to expire on the 28th of October 1917. I added the number 3 so it became the 31st of October. I was living in Jerusalem, and we were impatiently waiting for Britain to enter. Brother Khalil had arrived from Beirut and we were finally together after a long separation. But time passed and things did not change, so I remained hidden in the house, going out only after dark with my brother Khalil, who was dressed as a gendarme. And we did not go beyond Mahallat Mamilla near my sister ‘Afifeh‘s house. I used to gather the news, going to the house of Hussein Effendi [H. al-Husseini, mayor of Jerusalem] and accompanying him frequently in the evening. Everyone was optimistic and waiting for relief. The people now saw the way the government and the leaders of the army were treating the citizens and the soldiers. They treated them with the utmost cruelty and were trying to take from the merchants everything they could lay their hands on. The leaders were forcing soldiers and workers to move to other countries, which was a source of concern for the people and shook Jerusalem in particular.

A Threatened Death Sentence

I remained hidden in Jerusalem to a degree that worried my mother. November passed and things remained the same. We used to watch some of the air battles over our heads between the planes of the English on one side and the planes of the Turks and Germans on the other. I remember that the splinters of a bomb from a plane fell near the house of my sister ‘Afifeh.

Then battles broke out on the internal front. Turkey blew up the train station in Jerusalem for fear that the English enemy would occupy it. It was a terrible day, but nothing really changed in the city. Finally, I received a letter from my colleague Mina al-Halabi warning me about a written order from the leadership in Jericho. It declared that anyone who was not back in Jericho within such and such a time would be considered a deserter and would be hanged. Mina al-Halabi advised me to go back immediately and to take advantage of the sympathy of the Jericho commander since we were directly under his jurisdiction in the army.

Return to Jericho

And so, after discussing the matter with my family, especially my brother Khalil, the consensus was that I should leave Jerusalem immediately and return to my station in Jericho since the situation had not changed. Britain had not entered as the rumors went, although we could hear the distant artillery in the western side, especially from near the village of al-Nabi Samuel in the area of Jerusalem.

On Saturday afternoon, 8 December 1917, I took a walk with my brother Khalil in the city since he was dressed in army clothes. I entered the Old City and in the Bab al-Silsileh neighborhood arranged with someone from the village of Silwan to rent me a donkey for the following morning. I gave him one quarter of a silver majeedi as down payment. Then we went to Gregor the Armenian who sold weapons across the Citadel in Jaffa Gate (Bab al-Khalil), where I bought some bullets for the revolver I kept. The stores in the city were closed and the atmosphere was tense. Officers roamed the streets, arresting the men they ran into and driving them away from Jerusalem towards Jericho.

It was a frightening day. With difficulty I got some presents for the commander of Jericho. Then we walked until we arrived at the alley next to the Casa Nova Hospice. There I was struck with paralyzing fear! For we had run into the qulagasi (commander) and Abdul Rahman Bey, who were feverishly going about the city accompanied by soldiers, surrounding deserters, and arresting them.

I was then wearing what was called al-balareen. It was the fashion in those days. It is similar to al-‘abah (cloak). When I saw the qulagasi, I was struck by terror and said to myself that I was going to be arrested, especially since the date of my leave of absence had expired two months before. Therefore, I could not remove my hands from underneath the balareen. You will not believe me when I say that this qulagasi—a tyrant who oppressed the Arabs—raised his hand to his head and saluted me, saying, "Nasel keif awgulum," that is, "how are you, my son?" Then he continued on his way with Abdul Rahman Bey. I must say that it was a moment of mercy from God that he did not ask me about the permit according to which I was wandering in the streets of the city. This was because of his deep love for me. He did not forget the music and singing he heard from me during many evenings. As to Khalil, he was surprised and began to wonder why I was so upset. He did not know who the qulagasi of Jerusalem was or what he did to the residents during the war period. I began to tell him about him....

We continued walking till we reached the New Gate (al-Bab al-Jadid) and then from there to the house of my sister ‘Afifeh. On this day my teacher Khalil al-Sakakini was arrested along with his Jewish neighbor Dr. Altrlafeen and taken with a large number of deserters to Jericho.[1] It was a fearful night in Jerusalem. The withdrawal of the Turkish and German armies had begun at night, and Turkish soldiers were looting whatever fell into their hands. Some of them attacked the houses in a horrendous way. The people were offering them food to get rid of their evil presence. We fed several Turkish soldiers. The sound of artillery hitting Jerusalem and its villages became louder. We heard the guns of Britain‘s artillery from Bab al-Waad. But who would have guessed then that that would be the last night for the Turks?

We stayed up and no one dared to open doors or windows and the situation got worse until the dawn of Saturday, 8 December 1917. In the morning I went to the house of Hussein Effendi and stayed with him.[2]

The Last Historic Meeting

When the general command of the Turkish army headed by Ali Fouad, in agreement with the Germans, concluded that the enemy were at the gates of Jerusalem and that forceful occupation of the city by the allied forces under the leadership of General Allenby was inescapable, a meeting was held. It was headed by his Excellency the Mutasarrif [governor] of Jerusalem Izzat Bey. I stayed with Hussein Effendi. This historical meeting in Jerusalem took place on Saturday evening, 8 December 1917. It was attended by the highest level of government employees of all kinds along with the top Jerusalem police officials, including ‘Abdul Qader al-‘Alamy, Ahmad Sharaf, Ishaq al-‘Asali, and other notables of the city of Jerusalem from all faiths. My teacher Dawud Da‘das conducted the meeting. According to an official appointment from the English Patriarch Blythe, he had been responsible for the building throughout the war years, that is, since the closure of St. George‘s School in the middle of 1914. His Excellency the Mutasarrif spoke at length about the desperate conditions in the country and the need for surrendering Jerusalem at once. The following resolutions were taken:

	To re-instate Hussein Bey al-Husseini to the position of mayor of Jerusalem, the office he had been removed from by Jamal Pasha al-Saffah in 1915.

	To grant Hussein Bey al-Husseini an official authorization to surrender the city.


I kept a photocopy of this authorization in the Jawhariyyeh collection. It reads as follows:

Due to the severity of the siege of the city and the suffering that this peaceful country has endured from your heavy guns; and for fear that these deadly bombs will hit the holy places, we are forced to hand over to you the city through Hussein Bey al-Husseini, the mayor of Jerusalem, hoping that you will protect Jerusalem the way we have protected it for more than five hundred years. Signed Izzat the Mutasarrif of Jerusalem[3]

This letter was directed to the leadership of the British army. It was given to Hussein Bey al-Husseini. At the moment of parting and in the last moving moment, his Excellency the Mutasarrif ordered that his hantour (carriage) and its driver and the police commissioner Ishaq al-‘Assali be made available to assist Hussein Bey in carrying out the surrender of the city in the morning. The army force and the civil servants in the various departments—including the Werko and Tapu and official documents departments—started to withdraw at night down the Jerusalem-Sheikh Jarrah-Nablus road, to depart with no return.

Thus, with this historical meeting, fate decreed that Jerusalem and its people should be rid of the injustice of the Turks. As the proverb says: "the house of the tyrant collapses, when the time is ripe."

British Occupation

Sunday, 9 December 1917 dawned on Jerusalem to find it suddenly in the hands of the English and their allies. In this happy hour marking the end of Ottoman rule with all its tyranny and injustice—especially during the last four years between 1914-1917—we breathed a sigh of relief. We thanked the Almighty for his blessing. We did not realize then that this damned occupation would be a curse, not a blessing, for our dear homeland. ...

Despite this, I remember this day to have been a very happy one for the people. You could see them dancing for joy in the streets, congratulating each other on this happy occasion. In particular, I noticed that many of the Arab young men, both Muslim and Christian, the majority of whom were conscripted for the Turkish army in Jerusalem, had changed their army uniforms into civilian clothes in a funny way for fear that the occupying British army would arrest them and consider them prisoners of war. So you would see a man wearing army trousers, but with a pair of qubqab (clogs) on his feet; and wearing the jacket that he used to wear above the qumbaz (robe), but on his head an old tarboush (fez). Others were wearing the qumbaz and a calpac on their heads because they did not have a tarboush, and so on.

You could see some people cutting down the Turkish telephone lines in the streets and taking them to their homes. Others were looting mules or donkeys or pull-carts abandoned by the Turks and eagerly driving them away to sell. It is worth mentioning that the British army had posted itself quickly throughout the city and its streets, even placing soldiers in some of the old Turkish departments such as the Post Office. Moreover, they started to install new telephone lines in place of the old ones using their motor cars, the so-called "box cars," which we saw for the first time. They were fast and small, and such novel sights amazed us.

As for me, as God is my witness, I was dancing in the streets with my friends, and we drank toasts for Britain and the occupation. Later I developed a fever and had to stay in bed for three days because of the intensity of joy and the ecstasy of victory and from the excess of drinking on the occasion of the occupation.

Early the next morning I went with my brother Khalil and some friends to the Sheikh Badr neighborhood at the very site where the city had been handed over to the British by Mr. Hussein Effendi al-Husseini, the mayor of Jerusalem. There in Romema we noticed how the Jews were befriending the British army. You could see the army on its way to the city surrounded by young Jewish women on both sides of the road, keeping company with the soldiers, talking to them in English with cheerful faces, and welcoming them with excessive warmth into the city.

After the Balfour declaration with its cursed promise, we remembered this warm welcome from them. Little did we know that with this occupation the Zionist dreams would be fulfilled. It was a shameful trick on the Arabs that ended our existence and the future of our children and grandchildren, and we lost our most valuable thing—our dear homeland, alas.

On this day, along with my brother Khalil, my mother, and my brother Fakhri, I was a guest at my sister ‘Afifeh‘s in the house known as the house of Reverend Yousef, which is located on the west side of St. Julian street near the YMCA. The neighbors were Yousef Qurt and his family; Mina Butouli and his family; Umm Hanna Zakhareya, the wife of the late Issa Zachareya, and her daughter Fareda; the Mukmar family; and others. I remember that the Reverend‘s family was from Jaffa and lived with us in that house. The men of the family were then deserters from the Ottoman army.

On that day I remember that all the Christian denominations rang their church bells in celebration of this happy occasion and held prayers. After the official handing over of Jerusalem by Hussein Bey al-Husseini, an historic photograph was published by the American Colony in Jerusalem, which I keep in the Jawhariyyeh collection. It shows Hussein Bey, the mayor of Jerusalem; Tawfiq Muhammad Saleh al-Husseini; Ahmad Sharaf, police commissioner of Beyada; Haj ‘Abdul Qader al-‘Alami, police commissioner of Sawari; Shams al-Dein, policeman; Amin Tahboub, policeman; Jawad Bey ben Ismail Bey al-Husseini, wearing shorts; and Burhan, son of the late Taher Bey al-Husseini.

Carrying the white surrender flag behind Hussein Bey was the driver of Jamal Pasha, named Salim. From Lebanon, he was married to the sister of Iskandar and Hanna al-Lahham. Next to him was Hanna al-Lahham.

The other team from the British army consisted of only two people. I should mention that I was the one who handed the white surrender flag to the driver Salim after taking it from his mother‘s car.

Our Return Home

The new situation put our minds at ease and things improved for us. We had got rid of the Turks and, thank God, we were free from army service. So I returned with my brothers Khalil and Fakhri and my mother to our father‘s house and our birthplace, the Jawhariyyeh home in al-Sa‘diyyeh neighborhood inside Jerusalem‘s walls. During the war mother and Fakhri had resided in the home of sister ‘Afifeh in the Reverend Yousef building. It belonged to the Awqaf of the Orthodox patriarchy and is located on St. Julian Street near the YMCA building. This house included numerous members of the Arab Greek Orthodox Church in Jerusalem including Yousef Qurt and his family; my sister ‘Afifeh and her family; the widow of Issa Zacharia, Um Hanna, and her daughter Miss Fareda; Mina Betouli and his family; the Qu ‘jar family; and others.

We returned and cleaned and tidied up the house in preparation for the Christmas of 1917. Truthfully, it was a joyous holiday for all our family because the British had come and the Arab people were rid of the nightmare of the tyrant Turks. We all had great hope for a better future, especially after what we had suffered from war, famine, and disease, in particular, Typhus, which had spread all over the country. Thank God for saving our youth from the damned army service.

It is worth mentioning in this context that from the strategic roof of the Jawhariyyeh house we could see the bloody battles still taking place between the British army and the Germans and Turks on the Mount of Olives and the land of al-Summar, which is on a level with our house on the eastern side. We often felt apprehension about these battles, dreading the return of the Turks, God forbid. But they were finally defeated. Then our hearts were peaceful, and we said, "go without return."

General Allenby‘s Entrance

General Allenby entered Jerusalem with a great victory celebration, a celebration that marked the official conquest of Jerusalem. This was on Sunday, 18 December 1917, eight days after Jerusalem had been surrendered in Mahallat al-Sheikh Badr. I still remember that great day. He entered from the Jaffa Gate side. I still keep some historical photographs in the Jawhariyyeh collection, and in them appear some of the great personalities of Jerusalem. There was another celebration at his Christmas visit, at which he was ceremonially received at Bab al-Qal‘a inside the wall. It is worth mentioning that when General Allenby read his famous declaration referring, unfortunately, to "the end now of the Crusades," Muslim leaders met and some of them withdrew from the celebration. They were specially invited by the occupation forces as leaders and notables of the people in the city of Jerusalem.

Musliman, thank God

During the Ottoman rule we the sons of Jerusalem of our different denominations lived like a family, with no difference between a Muslim and a Christian. But when the British occupied Jerusalem, as is usually the policy of the colonizer, they tried to muddy the clear waters, especially between Muslims and Christians. It was not enough that they issued the cursed Balfour declaration, which was the reason for the loss of our homeland. Immediately after the occupation, they also forbade Muslims from entering the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and Christians from entering the Haram al-Sharif. In the Jawhariyyeh collection I keep some photographs of the "Out of Bounds" signs that they posted on the entrance to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.

One Sunday morning in April, as I remember, I was with some friends from the Muslim community of Jerusalem: Dawud al-Fityani, Tahsin al-Khalidi, Mahmoud ‘Aziz al-Khalidi, Saleh al-Dunf al-Ansari, Fakhri al-Nashashibi, Amin Tahboub, Munir Darwish, Nu ‘man ‘Aquel, and Muhammad al-Zardaq, and others.

Each of us had a glass of an Italian drink known as "Vermuth Bianco." We had another glass in the Greek Arsheedi Bar. And since it was a warm, sunny day, we bought green almonds and planned a picnic to the outside court of the Dome.

Standing at one of the gates of the Haram al-Sharif, we saw troops positioned at each of its main gates. The forces consisted of the Muslim Indian army, who are fanatic about their religion. Everyone who wanted to enter was asked, "Musliman?" If he was Muslim, he would be allowed in, but otherwise was turned away. Each of us after being asked said Muslim and entered. When my turn came and the Indian soldier asked me, "Musliman?" I said, "Thank God, Musliman." It happened that behind me was Abu ‘Abdul Dallal, who wore a turban. Being a loyal friend of my late father, when he heard me, he confirmed what I said at the top of his lungs: "I swear to God, Musliman." Imagine, dear reader, the idea of Wasef ben Girgis Jawhariyyeh being a Muslim. Thus, luckily, after pointing to me with his hand and saying some Indian words, the Indian soldier let me in through the Haram gate.

When the turn came of our fun-loving friend al-Zardaq, I turned to the soldier and told him, "this is a Jew and not a Musliman." And since al-Zardaq‘s blond hair and blue eyes made him look like a Jew, the Indian believed me and prevented him from entering, raising his bayoneted gun in his face. Al-Zardaq became red with anger while everyone else was laughing. Then he started yelling at the top of his voice: "What, my name is Muhammad, and I‘m prevented from entering the Haram, while you, Wasif, are treated like a graduate of al-Azhar and a pious Muslim?!" He went on and on till we almost passed out from laughing. When al-Zardaq tried entering through another gate, the Indian soldier used his whistle to alert his companions not to let him in. We threw ourselves on the green grass in the court of the Haram eating green almonds with al-Zardaq outside thundering against Wasif. This little drama was very funny and has been talked about by the people of Jerusalem until this day.”

The Refugee Exodus and Camps
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The story of Palestine after 1948 cannot be told without the haunting images of the refugee columns — families carrying their lives on their backs, walking barefoot under the scorching Levantine sun, with children crying from thirst and mothers clutching deeds to homes they would never see again. The Nakba, or catastrophe, was not only the destruction of villages and cities but also the forced expulsion of over 700,000 Palestinians who suddenly found themselves stateless, landless, and homeless. What began as military operations in places like Haifa, Jaffa, Lydda, and Ramle culminated in a human tide of despair stretching across the borders of neighboring lands.

United Nations records from late 1948 estimated that more than three-quarters of a million Palestinians had fled or been expelled. Entire communities streamed toward Lebanon, Syria, Transjordan, and the Gaza Strip. The roads became rivers of misery. Elderly men leaned on wooden sticks, young men pulled carts with wounded relatives, and families carried only the barest possessions — blankets, pots, and family papers. There are countless photographs preserved in UNRWA’s archives showing mothers feeding their babies in makeshift tents, or barefoot children clutching their fathers’ hands as they trudged into uncertainty. These images, more than any official report, etched the human cost of Israel’s establishment into the conscience of history.

The refugee camps that emerged were meant to be temporary shelters. Yet history has shown us that the temporary became permanent. At first, international aid agencies erected tents to accommodate the flood of people, often pitched on barren hillsides or in unused plots of land at the edge of towns. Within months, harsh winters and desert winds shredded the fabric, forcing families to improvise with mud bricks and scraps of wood. By the early 1950s, many camps across Gaza, Jordan, and Lebanon had developed into sprawling settlements of narrow alleyways, open sewers, and fragile dwellings. The sound of rain leaking through roofs became as common as the sound of children’s laughter echoing in the cramped courtyards.

In Gaza, the burden was particularly severe. The Strip, only a thin coastal enclave, absorbed more than 200,000 refugees on top of its original population. With land scarce, families were squeezed into tight quarters, sometimes eight or ten people in a single room. The local economy, once modestly self-sufficient, collapsed under the weight of so many mouths to feed. UNRWA, established in 1949 to deal with the crisis, became not merely a relief agency but the backbone of Palestinian survival. It provided flour rations, powdered milk, and tents, later adding rudimentary schools and clinics. For the first time in history, an entire people’s future rested on the shoulders of an international humanitarian organization.

Archival UNRWA reports describe the despair in sobering terms. One officer wrote in 1950: “They arrive with nothing. They sleep on bare earth. The winter rains soak them, and the children cough through the night. They look at us as though we can restore their lost homes, but all we can offer is flour and cloth.” This gap between material relief and the deeper political injustice of dispossession created a wound that has never healed. Aid could keep bodies alive, but it could not restore dignity or justice.

Testimonies from survivors of the Nakba reveal the psychological trauma of exile as sharply as the physical hardships. One woman from the village of al-Ramla recalled in her later years: “We thought it was for two weeks. My mother told us to pack clothes for fourteen days. She locked the door and told me to remember the key, because we would return soon. Seventy years have passed, and that key still hangs on the wall of my son’s house in a camp.” Such keys, preserved by Palestinian families as sacred relics, became more than symbols — they were living testaments to the crime of dispossession, proof that every refugee once had a home with walls, a garden, and a front door.

The camps became paradoxical spaces of despair and resilience. On the one hand, poverty, overcrowding, and lack of opportunity turned them into zones of suffering. On the other hand, they became crucibles of Palestinian identity. Children were raised on stories of the villages their parents had lost, memorizing the names of streets they had never walked. Weddings, funerals, and festivals were infused with longing for a return that seemed both impossible and inevitable. Within these tents and later cinderblock shelters, an unshakable sense of peoplehood was preserved.

The refugee crisis also transformed the geopolitics of the Middle East. Arab governments struggled to cope with the influx, and tensions brewed between local populations and the exiled Palestinians. In Jordan, for example, the camps eventually became semi-permanent cities, altering the social and political fabric of the kingdom. In Lebanon, Palestinian camps were often viewed with suspicion, sometimes targeted by militias during civil wars. In Gaza, refugees vastly outnumbered the original inhabitants, reshaping the strip’s demographics and setting the stage for its later centrality in the Palestinian struggle.

The international community watched but largely failed to act with justice. While resolutions were passed — most notably UN Resolution 194, which affirmed the right of refugees to return to their homes — implementation was blocked by political expediency. Western powers prioritized the survival of the new Israeli state over the rights of displaced Palestinians. Thus the refugee camps, instead of dissolving with a political solution, hardened into permanent scars on the landscape of the Arab world.
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Photo of Palestinian children in a refugee camp school in Lebanon, taken between 1982–1989 from the Palestine Red Crescent Society collection.

Seventy-five years later, the camps still exist. In Gaza, Jabalia and Beach Camp remain overcrowded and impoverished, living museums of the Nakba. In Lebanon, places like Shatila and Burj el-Barajneh bear witness not only to 1948 but also to decades of war, siege, and massacre. In Jordan, the descendants of refugees now number in the millions, many still holding onto that fragile dream of return. Each of these camps is not simply a humanitarian site but a political statement — a reminder to the world that the injustice of 1948 was never resolved.
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Context: A vivid example of how refugee communities prioritized education despite hardship.

The refugee exodus was the most visible consequence of Israel’s creation, but it was also the most enduring. It was not only the land that was lost; it was the very fabric of Palestinian society. Villages that had stood for centuries vanished in months, replaced by citrus groves cultivated by new settlers or by forests planted to erase memory. Yet the camps became the living archives of that memory, spaces where history was not forgotten but retold, generation after generation. In the end, the tents of 1948 became symbols of resilience as much as of suffering. For the world, they stand as evidence that the Palestinian story did not end with the Nakba — it began anew in exile, waiting for justice to be restored.

Life in Exile: Rebuilding Identity and Resistance (Expanded with Testimonies)

THE PALESTINIAN REFUGEE camps were more than temporary shelters; they were living archives of a nation uprooted but not erased. The first winters in exile were among the harshest, as families accustomed to stone houses and fertile farmlands suddenly found themselves under canvas tents, exposed to rain and cold. Yet even amidst despair, memory was cultivated as the seed of survival.
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In his diary, a refugee from Ein el-Hilweh camp wrote in December 1948:


“The night was long and wet. The tent flapped in the storm. My children cried from hunger, and my wife pressed their faces against her chest to keep them warm. When the wind calmed, she whispered stories of our orchard in Jaffa. She described the scent of orange blossoms as though to summon them here. She said, ‘So long as we remember, they cannot steal everything from us.’”


This insistence on memory became a weapon against erasure. The key to the family home, clutched tightly by fathers and mothers, was not just a symbol of property but a testimony of belonging. UNRWA workers recorded in reports that many refugees carried with them official land deeds, still stamped with Ottoman or British seals, which they refused to relinquish despite their condition.

Education quickly became the cornerstone of life in exile. As one UNRWA field officer observed in 1951:


“The Palestinian refugee camps are poor in material, but rich in ambition. Parents insist that their children attend makeshift schools, some of them under tents, because they believe that through education, their children will one day reclaim what they have lost.”


Indeed, education was not only practical but deeply political. Schools were infused with memory — teachers often began lessons by reminding children of their villages, teaching geography with maps of Palestine rather than their new host countries. In Gaza’s Jabalia Camp, children in the 1950s were encouraged to write essays describing their lost homes. One such essay, preserved in the archives of the Institute for Palestine Studies, reads:


“Our village had a well. I used to drink from it every morning before school. I remember the taste of its water. My mother said that one day, God will let me drink from it again.”


The cultural identity of Palestinians was likewise preserved through embroidery, poetry, and song. In Lebanon’s Shatila Camp, women formed collectives to continue the tradition of tatreez. Each embroidered motif — the cypress tree, the olive branch, the star — carried geographical meaning, tied to specific villages now occupied. A dress could speak of a whole district, its threads forming a silent protest.

Poets like Mahmoud Darwish transformed exile into verse, ensuring that Palestinians’ pain and hope were universalized. His early works, read aloud in camps, made people feel that their suffering was part of a collective narrative. In one of his most remembered lines, he declared: “We have on this earth what makes life worth living.” It was a statement of defiance, reminding Palestinians that dispossession had not killed their spirit.

Resistance also took organizational form. Camps were not passive spaces. By the 1960s, they became centers of revolutionary energy, where student unions, women’s associations, and political organizations found eager recruits. Handwritten leaflets circulated through the camps, urging young men to join the struggle. In Gaza’s refugee camps, these networks gave birth to the militant wings of Palestinian resistance, which would shape the decades to come.

A letter from a young refugee in 1967, addressed to his cousin abroad, captures this transformation:


“Do not think we are defeated. The tents may confine our bodies, but our spirits are free. Every night, we dream of the return. Every day, we prepare for it.”


Visual evidence preserves these truths. UNRWA photographs show refugee children seated cross-legged on mats, reciting lessons under makeshift chalkboards. Archival documents capture the petitions of refugees asking the United Nations to uphold their right of return. Posters from the Palestinian resistance, now archived in the Palestine Poster Project, depict the refugee as a central figure of the liberation struggle.

Thus, exile was not simply a humanitarian crisis but a crucible where a displaced nation redefined itself. Memory, education, and resistance fused to ensure that the Nakba was not forgotten and that return remained the horizon of Palestinian identity. Gaza, in particular, embodied this duality — both the wound of dispossession and the stronghold of resilience.

International Silence and Complicity

THE PALESTINIAN CATASTROPHE of 1948 did not unfold in isolation; it occurred in full view of the international community. The dispossession of nearly 750,000 Palestinians, the massacres, and the destruction of over 400 villages were documented by journalists, diplomats, and aid workers. Yet the world’s reaction was one of indifference, silence, or active complicity. This silence was not accidental but a calculated outcome of post–World War II geopolitics, colonial legacies, and the strategic interests of powerful states.

The United Nations, created only a few years earlier in 1945 with the promise of safeguarding peace and justice, quickly revealed its limitations. UN Resolution 181, the Partition Plan of 1947, which recommended the division of Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states, ignored the demographic reality that Palestinians were the overwhelming majority of the population. Despite Palestinian protests, demonstrations, and petitions to the UN — many of which survive in the archives of the Institute for Palestine Studies — the resolution was passed, setting the stage for the Nakba.

When the refugee crisis exploded in 1948, the UN established the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) as a temporary humanitarian response. But the right of return, guaranteed under UN Resolution 194, was never enforced. Instead, Palestinian refugees were forced into prolonged exile. Many international diplomats wrote in private correspondence that enforcing this resolution would anger the newly established state of Israel and its Western backers. Declassified British Foreign Office files, for instance, reveal the consistent prioritization of Zionist political leverage over Palestinian justice.

The United States, emerging as the dominant postwar power, played a decisive role in shaping silence into complicity. President Harry Truman, while receiving thousands of letters from American citizens urging compassion for Palestinian refugees, was more heavily influenced by Zionist lobbying, domestic political considerations, and Cold War calculations. His recognition of Israel within minutes of its declaration of statehood symbolized a new world order in which Palestinian suffering was expendable for the sake of strategic alignment.

Arab regimes, too, bore responsibility for this silence. While Arab armies nominally intervened in 1948, their campaigns were fragmented, driven by competing nationalist ambitions rather than genuine unity. Jordan’s King Abdullah entered into secret negotiations with Zionist leaders regarding the division of Palestinian territory, while other Arab leaders used the Palestinian cause as political rhetoric without committing to long-term resistance. For the refugees themselves, this betrayal deepened their despair, creating the perception that they were abandoned not only by the world but also by their own neighbors.

At the cultural level, the silence was equally suffocating. Western media coverage often adopted the Zionist framing of the conflict, portraying Israel as a reborn democratic nation while erasing Palestinians as nameless “refugees” without history or identity. Rarely were Palestinian testimonies published in Western newspapers, even though journalists on the ground, such as those reporting on massacres like Deir Yassin, had firsthand evidence of atrocities.

A striking document from 1949 — a letter by Count Folke Bernadotte, the UN mediator assassinated by the Zionist Stern Gang — underscores the extent of international complicity. Bernadotte had written that “it would be an offense against the principles of justice if these innocent victims of the conflict were denied the right to return to their homes.” His assassination silenced one of the few international figures who dared to openly defend Palestinian rights, and the lack of accountability for his murder sent a chilling message: Zionist militancy would not only go unpunished but would also be rewarded.

Visual and archival evidence further exposes this complicity. Photographs of crowded camps in Lebanon and Gaza circulated in UN reports, yet they were treated as humanitarian images stripped of their political meaning. Maps showing the drastic reduction of Palestinian land between 1947 and 1949 circulated in academic and diplomatic circles, yet no effort was made to reverse this loss. The silence of the world was thus not ignorance — it was choice.

This international indifference and complicity have had lasting consequences. By failing to hold Israel accountable in its earliest years, the world normalized Palestinian dispossession. The refugees, rather than being treated as a political people with rights, were reduced to a humanitarian “problem” to be managed indefinitely. Gaza itself became one of the most concentrated sites of this tragedy — its camps swelling with displaced families, its society forged in trauma, and its fate tied to the wider betrayal of the Palestinian nation.

Western Hypocrisy: Ukraine and Gaza
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The silence and complicity of Western nations during the Nakba in 1948 did not remain an isolated historical failure. It became a pattern — a reflexive bias that continues to define international responses to Palestine. The double standard has been laid bare most vividly in our own time, with the contrasting reactions to the war in Ukraine and the genocide in Gaza.

When Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022, Western governments moved with remarkable speed and unity. Sanctions against Russia were imposed within days, billions of dollars in aid and weapons were delivered, and an outpouring of sympathy for Ukrainian refugees was broadcast across every media platform. European borders opened wide to welcome millions of Ukrainians fleeing the war, while Western leaders proclaimed the sanctity of sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the right of a people to resist occupation. Ukraine became the embodiment of freedom in Western political rhetoric.

Yet when Israel launched its war of annihilation against Gaza — with entire neighborhoods flattened, hospitals bombed, children starved, and over thirty thousand civilians killed in less than a year — the same Western capitals that defended Ukraine chose silence, distortion, or active complicity. Instead of sanctions, they sent weapons to Israel. Instead of welcoming Palestinian refugees, they reinforced borders. Instead of defending international law, they parroted Israel’s “right to self-defense” while ignoring the very right of Palestinians to exist.

The hypocrisy is not subtle; it is blatant. Western leaders invoked the Geneva Conventions, the UN Charter, and the International Criminal Court when Russian forces targeted Ukrainian civilians. But when Israel employed starvation as a weapon of war in Gaza — an act explicitly defined as a war crime under international law — those same leaders blocked ceasefire resolutions at the United Nations. The U.S., Britain, Canada, Germany, and others rushed to supply Israel with bombs, fuel, and diplomatic cover, even as evidence of genocide mounted daily.

Western media reinforced this bias. Ukrainian suffering was personalized with names, faces, and family stories. Palestinian suffering, in contrast, was abstracted into casualty numbers, stripped of human identity, or framed as the inevitable outcome of Hamas’s resistance. Journalists who dared to report Gaza’s devastation in human terms were often silenced, discredited, or accused of antisemitism.

The contradiction cuts deeper still when one considers the language used. Ukrainian fighters resisting Russian tanks were celebrated as “heroes” and “freedom fighters.” Palestinians resisting occupation with far fewer means were branded “terrorists.” European leaders who wept for destroyed Ukrainian churches said little when mosques, ancient churches, and even UN schools in Gaza were bombed. This selective empathy is not only a moral failure but a revelation of how the West still categorizes human lives along racial, religious, and geopolitical lines.

This double standard is rooted in the very history of colonialism and Orientalism. Ukrainians were seen as “European” and thus worthy of solidarity, while Palestinians remain framed as an “other” — Middle Eastern, Muslim, and therefore expendable. Western nations’ unconditional support for Israel is not just a matter of strategic alliances; it is a continuation of the same imperial logic that once justified colonial conquest and racial hierarchies. It is a narrative that dehumanizes Palestinians to the point that their extermination can be rationalized as self-defense.

The political consequences are devastating. By mobilizing swiftly for Ukraine while enabling Israel’s destruction of Gaza, Western nations have shredded their own credibility. Their claim to uphold human rights and international law has been exposed as selective, transactional, and deeply hypocritical. For Palestinians — and for much of the Global South — this hypocrisy confirms a painful truth: justice in the international system is not universal but determined by power, race, and politics.

The moral outrage lies not only in what is done but also in what is left undone. Every bomb dropped on Gaza today carries Western fingerprints. Every child buried beneath rubble is a testimony to silence in Washington, London, Ottawa, Berlin, and Paris. The genocide in Gaza is not only Israel’s crime; it is a collective indictment of Western civilization in the 21st century. 

Seeds of Resistance in Exile
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THE 12-SQM PREFABRICATED Unrwa shelter given to each refugee family across Palestine camps within a grided layout, here in Baqa’a camp in Jordan (Courtsey: Unrwa/Photo by G. Nehmeh, 1969.

The Nakba of 1948 was not an end but a beginning — a wound that carried within it the seeds of resistance. When over 750,000 Palestinians were driven from their homes by Zionist militias and the newly established state of Israel, the world assumed that exile would dissolve their identity. The belief in Tel Aviv, London, and Washington was that time would erase the Palestinian question, that new borders and resettlement would render the memory of Palestine obsolete. Yet exile became the crucible in which Palestinian identity was reforged, sharpened by pain but sustained by memory, faith, and determination. From the refugee camps of Gaza to the hills of Lebanon, from the streets of Amman to the alleys of Damascus, Palestinians carried more than their belongings; they carried the will to resist erasure.
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A group of Palestinian refugees

The refugee camps were the first schools of resistance. Administered under the newly created United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), they were initially envisioned as temporary shelters — rows of tents for people who were expected to be resettled elsewhere. But as the months stretched into years, and years into decades, the camps became permanent cities of sorrow. Poverty, disease, and overcrowding plagued daily life. Families of ten or more were crammed into one-room shelters; open sewers ran through alleys; unemployment soared. Yet even in these dire conditions, the Palestinians refused to forget. Children in UNRWA classrooms drew maps of Palestine instead of abstract diagrams; teachers listed the names of destroyed villages alongside Arabic grammar exercises. The key to the lost house in Jaffa, Haifa, or Lydda was hung on the wall of every shelter, a constant reminder of what had been stolen.

These camps became living archives of memory. Oral history replaced written documents; mothers told bedtime stories of olive harvests, fathers recounted walks through Jerusalem’s markets, and grandparents described the orchards of Galilee. These stories were not merely nostalgia but acts of preservation. They kept alive a geography that Israel was determined to erase. Villages bulldozed into dust lived on in memory, recited in prayer and song. The refugees, by preserving the memory of home, defied the logic of exile.
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Resistance also took political form. By the 1950s and 1960s, the camps became hubs of political mobilization. The creation of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1964 drew its strength directly from the exile community. Posters of martyrs covered camp walls; underground newspapers circulated with calls for liberation; young men trained with outdated rifles smuggled across borders. In Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria, camps became launching grounds for armed struggle, their alleys filled with the energy of resistance. Black-and-white photographs from UNRWA archives show barefoot children marching with wooden rifles, mimicking the fighters they admired. Resistance was not a distant dream; it was embedded in the soil of exile.

But exile was more than the rifle. It was also the pen, the poem, and the brush. Palestinian poets transformed exile into the heart of modern Arabic literature. Mahmoud Darwish, himself a child of the Nakba, wrote: “We have on this earth what makes life worth living: on this earth, the lady of earth, the mother of beginnings, the mother of endings — she was called Palestine.” Darwish’s verses, smuggled across borders and read in refugee schools, gave language to a people’s collective pain and hope. Samih al-Qasim and Tawfiq Zayyad echoed the same call: that exile was temporary, that identity could not be erased. Palestinian embroidery, once a domestic craft, became a form of national expression. Camp women sewed dresses with traditional patterns, turning clothing into political statements. Murals painted on camp walls depicted orange groves and domes of Jerusalem, symbols of a homeland that lived in art as much as in memory.

UN documents themselves became instruments of resistance. In December 1948, the United Nations General Assembly passed Resolution 194, affirming the right of Palestinian refugees to return to their homes and receive compensation. Though Israel rejected the resolution, and Western powers failed to enforce it, Palestinians clung to its promise. In refugee camps, the resolution was taught in schools, quoted in speeches, and painted on banners. For many Palestinians, the international acknowledgment of their right of return became a shield against despair. Even if the world ignored their plight, the words of Resolution 194 stood as a testament to their claim.

Exile, however, was not uniform. In Jordan, Palestinians became nearly half the population, reshaping the political fabric of the kingdom. In Lebanon, the camps of Sabra, Shatila, and Ain al-Hilweh became flashpoints of both Palestinian resilience and vulnerability, caught in the crossfire of civil war. In Syria, Palestinians were granted relative stability and access to education, producing doctors, engineers, and intellectuals who carried the Palestinian cause into global forums. In each context, exile meant something different — but in all contexts, it meant resistance.

Personal testimonies illuminate the daily reality of exile. One elderly woman in Lebanon recalled: “Every night, I dream of the orange trees of Jaffa. I can smell them, touch them. But when I wake, I am still in this camp. My children have never seen Palestine, yet they know its streets better than Beirut.” In Gaza, where hundreds of thousands of refugees were crammed into a narrow strip of land, survival itself became resistance. A UNRWA schoolteacher wrote in his diary: 

“We teach not only language and arithmetic. We teach that Palestine exists. We teach that dignity does not vanish, even under occupation.”

Exile also globalized the Palestinian cause. As Palestinians spread to Europe, the Americas, and the Gulf, they carried their struggle with them. In London, student unions raised the Palestinian flag at protests; in Mexico City, Palestinian workers organized solidarity networks; in Kuwait, Palestinian professionals helped build new industries while funding resistance movements. The diaspora transformed the Palestinian struggle into a global issue, linking it to anti-colonial movements in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Nelson Mandela himself drew inspiration from the Palestinian cause, declaring: “Our freedom is incomplete without the freedom of the Palestinians.”

What makes the Palestinian exile unique in modern history is its refusal to fade into assimilation. Other displaced peoples have been absorbed into new nations, their histories diluted by generations. But the Palestinians have turned exile into a form of resistance. They have transformed camps into universities of memory, cultural institutions into weapons, and diaspora communities into ambassadors of their struggle. The refugee is not a passive victim but a living witness — one who reminds the world of promises broken and justice denied.

The seeds planted in 1948 grew in the soil of exile. They bore fruit in poetry, politics, armed struggle, and cultural resistance. Israel and its allies hoped exile would silence the Palestinians. Instead, exile became the loudest voice of resistance. As long as the camps exist, as long as keys hang from necks, as long as poems are recited and maps are drawn, the Palestinian people will remain unbroken. The seeds of exile have become seeds of resistance — a living testament that a people displaced are not a people erased.
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Chapter 8: The Rise of Palestinian Resistance Movements
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The Birth of Organized Struggle (1950s–1960s)
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The catastrophe of 1948 left more than 700,000 Palestinians scattered across refugee camps in Gaza, the West Bank, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. Their homes were erased, their lands confiscated, and yet their longing for return only deepened. The Nakba had not silenced the Palestinians; rather, it ignited a new spirit of organized resistance. In the 1950s and 1960s, the Palestinian cause transformed from scattered voices of mourning into a coordinated political movement that would redefine the Middle East for decades to come.

At first, resistance was fragmented. Groups of dispossessed youth in Gaza and the West Bank began to carry out small raids, sometimes returning to their villages at night to reclaim livestock, food, or simply to show they had not surrendered. These early fighters became known as the fedayeen — “those who sacrifice themselves.” Their courage quickly spread across the camps, turning personal grief into collective defiance. Israel responded with brutal reprisals, launching raids into Gaza and the West Bank, which in turn radicalized more young men into joining the cause. Gaza, overcrowded with refugees and hemmed in by Israeli forces, became the crucible of resistance.
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But these early efforts lacked coordination, and the Palestinians were politically scattered. The Arab states — Egypt, Jordan, and Syria — each tried to claim leadership of the Palestinian cause. Cairo in particular, under Gamal Abdel Nasser, positioned itself as the champion of Arab nationalism. Nasser’s speeches electrified Palestinians, giving them a sense that their struggle was tied to a larger Arab awakening against colonialism. It was in this context that the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was born in 1964, established under the sponsorship of the Arab League.

The PLO’s early years reflected this tension between Palestinian aspirations and Arab control. Its first chairman, Ahmad Shuqayri, was more a representative of Arab governments than of the Palestinian grassroots. Still, the PLO provided an institutional framework, a parliament-in-exile, and most importantly, a political identity for a people whom Zionism had tried to erase. The 1964 Palestinian National Charter, drafted in Jerusalem, declared that “Palestine is an indivisible territorial unit,” and that armed struggle was the only path to liberation.

Letters and speeches from this period show the determination of Palestinians to reclaim their homeland. In one statement preserved in Arab League archives, Shuqayri declared: “Our people may be dispersed, but they are not lost. We hold the keys of our houses, and we will return with them.” The symbolism of house keys, carried by refugees across decades, became one of the most enduring emblems of the Palestinian struggle.

Yet, cracks soon appeared. Many Palestinians inside the refugee camps felt that the PLO was too distant, too bureaucratic, and too dependent on Arab regimes that often used the Palestinian cause as a bargaining chip. It was within this vacuum that independent Palestinian groups began to rise. Among them was Fatah, founded in the late 1950s by Yasser Arafat and his companions, including Khalil al-Wazir (Abu Jihad). Unlike the PLO’s leadership, Fatah emerged directly from the refugee camps, funded by Palestinians in exile, and committed to guerrilla warfare as the only means of liberation.

By the early 1960s, Fatah launched its first operations against Israel, small raids that carried more symbolic than military weight. Israel, however, took them very seriously, responding with disproportionate force that further internationalized the Palestinian issue. For the first time, Palestinians themselves — and not Arab states — began to take control of their destiny.

This decade marked the turning point when Palestine stopped being merely a humanitarian crisis and reemerged as a political struggle. The Nakba was no longer just a tragedy of the past; it became the foundation of a living resistance, organized, armed, and determined to challenge Israel and the colonial powers that had enabled its existence.

Visual records from this period — photos of early fedayeen fighters in ragged clothes carrying old rifles, or refugee children in Gaza holding keys to their demolished homes — remind us that this struggle was born not in palaces or parliaments but in the dust and hunger of the camps. From the despair of exile rose the first organized movements that would dominate the Palestinian national story for decades.

Armed Struggle and Fedayeen Operations

THE WORD fedayeen — meaning “those who sacrifice themselves” — entered Palestinian history in the aftermath of the Nakba. In the 1950s, thousands of young men, many of them refugees crowded into Gaza’s camps, took up this mantle of resistance. They carried little more than determination, second-hand rifles, and the memories of the villages they had lost. Yet, their actions marked the first organized military challenge to the Israeli state.

The Gaza Strip, under Egyptian administration after 1948, became the heartland of this movement. Egyptian intelligence initially encouraged raids across the border into Israel, seeing them as a way to harass their enemy without committing to a full-scale war. But soon the movement grew beyond Cairo’s control. Fedayeen units infiltrated at night, slipping past Israeli patrols to sabotage infrastructure, retrieve livestock, or plant explosives. Some sought not only military gain but the symbolic act of stepping once again on their ancestral soil.
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Zionist Unit 101 in 1954

Israel’s responses were swift and often brutal. Villages near Gaza were attacked, entire communities punished for fedayeen raids. In 1953, Ariel Sharon’s infamous Unit 101 carried out the Qibya massacre in the West Bank, killing more than sixty civilians in retaliation for fedayeen activity. Such collective punishment only fueled Palestinian determination, as each death turned into another call for resistance. The refugee camps became recruitment grounds; for many young men, joining the fedayeen was the only way to assert dignity in a world that had stripped them of home, land, and rights.

The international community documented these escalating clashes. UN observers in the 1950s noted the cycle of fedayeen raids and Israeli reprisals, recording in their reports how civilian populations paid the heaviest price. One UN report from 1955 lamented: “Entire families have been uprooted in reprisal for the actions of a few. Such collective punishment cannot be reconciled with the principles of justice.” These words highlight the imbalance of power: poorly armed refugees facing a state backed by Western military aid.

The Suez Crisis of 1956 further exposed the Palestinian plight. When Israel, Britain, and France invaded Egypt after Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, Gaza became a battlefield. Israeli forces occupied the strip, killing hundreds of Palestinians, many of them civilians accused of aiding the fedayeen. Testimonies from survivors describe mass arrests, executions, and the destruction of entire neighborhoods. After international pressure forced Israel’s withdrawal, Gaza remained scarred but unbroken. The fedayeen, though battered, had entered the consciousness of the Arab world as symbols of defiance.

It was during this period that Fatah — founded in the late 1950s by Yasser Arafat, Abu Jihad, and their companions — began to organize a new phase of armed struggle. Unlike earlier groups tied to Arab governments, Fatah insisted on independent Palestinian action. Their motto was clear: “The liberation of Palestine is the duty of Palestinians themselves.” In January 1965, Fatah launched its first official military operation, targeting an Israeli water pipeline. Though the attack caused limited damage, its symbolic impact was enormous. For the first time, Palestinians themselves — not Egypt, not Jordan, not Syria — had initiated organized armed resistance.
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Israeli raid on Qalqilya police station in October 1956

The fedayeen also inspired cultural expression. Refugee poets and singers glorified their sacrifices, turning them into legends in the camps. Children played games reenacting raids, while mothers sang lullabies about martyrs. Fedayeen posters, often crudely printed, depicted armed men standing over maps of Palestine, promising return. These images, preserved today in archives like the Institute for Palestine Studies, show how deeply the armed struggle permeated everyday refugee life.

Yet, the armed struggle was not without controversy. Israel denounced the raids as terrorism, while Western governments portrayed Palestinians as aggressors rather than dispossessed people fighting for survival. Even some Arab governments grew wary, fearing that Palestinian independence would threaten their own authority. Still, for Palestinians themselves, the fedayeen represented the rebirth of dignity. Their actions said to the world: We are still here, and we will not vanish.

Visuals from this era — photographs of young men with rifles slung across their shoulders, portraits of martyrs posted on the walls of Gaza’s alleys, and UNRWA images of refugee camps brimming with restless youth — capture the dual reality of the time: despair and determination woven into one. Letters smuggled from fedayeen fighters to their families speak of longing, faith, and an unshakable belief in return.
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Palestinian National Liberation Movement

BY THE LATE 1960S, the fedayeen had moved beyond sporadic raids to structured organizations. The Palestinian cause was no longer an orphan of history but had reasserted itself on the stage of global politics. The price was high — thousands killed, entire communities targeted in retaliation — yet the fedayeen had planted the seeds of a resistance that would endure through generations.

Black September and Fractures within the Movement

BY THE END OF THE 1960S, the fedayeen had transformed the Palestinian question from a forgotten refugee crisis into a global struggle. Guerrilla fighters operated from Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon, carrying out raids and ambushes against Israel. Their growing prominence elevated the Palestinian cause but also created tensions with the very Arab governments that had once hosted them. Nowhere was this more visible than in Jordan, where the majority of the population consisted of Palestinian refugees displaced by the 1948 Nakba and the 1967 Six-Day War.
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Smoke rises over Amman during clashes between the Jordanian military and the Palestinian fedayeen, 1 October 1970

At first, King Hussein of Jordan tolerated the presence of the fedayeen. They operated from bases along the Jordan River valley, and their raids into Israel made the monarchy appear aligned with the wider Arab cause. However, as the Palestinian resistance grew bolder, its leaders began asserting authority beyond the refugee camps. Fedayeen checkpoints appeared on Jordanian roads. Young men in fatigues and keffiyehs openly carried weapons in Amman’s streets. To many Palestinians, this symbolized empowerment after decades of humiliation; to the Jordanian monarchy, it represented a threat to sovereignty.

The breaking point came after the Battle of Karameh in March 1968. In this clash, Israeli forces attacked a fedayeen base in the Jordanian town of Karameh. Although the Israelis inflicted heavy casualties, the fedayeen, supported by Jordanian troops, held their ground long enough to force Israel into retreat. The battle, though militarily costly, became a symbol of resilience. Across the Arab world, posters glorified Karameh, and Yasser Arafat emerged as the embodiment of defiance.
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But this victory alarmed King Hussein. The Palestinian fighters were now lionized across Jordan, and their independence challenged his monarchy. The following years saw mounting clashes between fedayeen units and the Jordanian army. Skirmishes erupted in refugee camps. Jordanian civilians, caught between loyalty to the monarchy and sympathy for the Palestinians, grew weary of the violence. Meanwhile, Israeli reprisals for fedayeen raids intensified, dragging Jordan further into conflict it did not wish to sustain.

In September 1970, tensions boiled over. King Hussein ordered a full-scale crackdown on the Palestinian organizations. Tanks rolled into Amman and other cities, shelling neighborhoods suspected of harboring fighters. For days, the Jordanian army fought pitched battles against Palestinian groups. Refugee camps were besieged, civilians killed in the crossfire, and the Palestinian leadership forced to flee. Thousands perished in what became known as Black September.

Testimonies from survivors paint a harrowing picture. One refugee woman recalled: “We thought we had escaped war once, but suddenly it followed us inside the camps. The shells fell on our tents, on our children. There was no place left to hide.”

The trauma of Black September left deep scars. For Palestinians, it was not only a military defeat but also a psychological blow. The very Arab regimes that had proclaimed solidarity had now turned their guns against them. This betrayal echoed the duplicity of earlier decades, from the Sykes–Picot Agreement to the Balfour Declaration, reinforcing the sense that Palestinians could rely on no one but themselves.

In the aftermath, most fedayeen units relocated to Lebanon, setting the stage for a new chapter of conflict. But the legacy of Black September endured. It created bitter divisions within the Palestinian movement, with some factions blaming Arafat’s PLO for overreach, while others argued he had not gone far enough. Out of this turmoil arose splinter groups — including the militant faction that later carried out the 1972 Munich Olympics attack under the name Black September Organization.

Internationally, Black September further complicated perceptions of the Palestinian struggle. Western media often reduced the movement to images of hijackings and violence, overshadowing the original story of dispossession and resistance. Arab regimes, wary of Palestinian autonomy, tightened control over refugee communities. Yet, in the Palestinian camps themselves, the memory of the massacre lived on as proof of their vulnerability — not only to Israeli aggression but also to Arab betrayal.
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Fedayeen of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) in Jordan, early 1969

Photographs from this period — refugee camps burning, Palestinian fighters escorted out of Amman, mothers clutching their children amidst rubble — remain haunting reminders of how quickly allies turned into adversaries. UN observers documented the humanitarian catastrophe but were powerless to intervene.

The fractures created in 1970 never fully healed. They reshaped the Palestinian movement, driving it into exile once again, this time in Lebanon. The dream of liberation persisted, but now it was shadowed by the memory of fratricidal war, a grim lesson that survival required not only resisting Zionism but navigating the volatile politics of the Arab world.

––––––––
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1.  Lebanon, the PLO, and Civil War (1970s–1980s)
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MAP SHOWING FEDAYEEN concentrations in Jordan prior to September 1970, and the Syrian invasion

After the trauma of Black September in Jordan, the center of the Palestinian struggle shifted to Lebanon. Thousands of fighters, leaders, and their families crossed into the fragile Lebanese Republic, a country already divided along sectarian lines. Lebanon, with its delicate balance of Maronite Christians, Sunni Muslims, Shi‘a Muslims, and Druze, became both a sanctuary and a new battleground.

The PLO established its headquarters in Beirut, turning refugee camps like Shatila, Sabra, and Ain al-Hilweh into fortified bastions of resistance. Within a few years, southern Lebanon became known as “Fatahland,” where Yasser Arafat’s forces trained, organized, and launched raids into northern Israel. The PLO also built a network of social institutions — schools, clinics, and welfare services — within the camps, making it not only a military force but also the primary provider of Palestinian life in exile.

However, the PLO’s growing influence unsettled many Lebanese factions. To Lebanon’s Christian elites, the Palestinians threatened to upset the country’s fragile sectarian balance. To Israel, the armed camps just across its northern border represented an intolerable security threat. To Syria, the PLO was a competitor for regional influence. The Palestinian question was no longer confined to Palestine — it was now entangled in the geopolitics of the Middle East.
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The outbreak of the Lebanese Civil War in 1975 placed the Palestinians at the center of another bloody conflict. Different Lebanese militias aligned either with or against the PLO. Some Muslim and leftist factions welcomed the Palestinians as natural allies against the Christian Phalange, while right-wing Christian militias saw the PLO as an occupying force. The war quickly descended into a nightmare of massacres, sieges, and shifting alliances.
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For Palestinians, exile in Lebanon became another tragedy. The camps that had once promised shelter turned into war zones. Sabra and Shatila, later infamous for the 1982 massacre, were already sites of heavy fighting in the late 1970s. Women and children bore the brunt of the violence, with thousands killed or maimed in crossfire between militias. Testimonies collected by the Institute for Palestine Studies recount nights of hunger, bombings, and the desperate search for medicine inside besieged camps.
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Israel’s response to the PLO’s presence in Lebanon was relentless. Throughout the 1970s, it launched air raids and commando operations into Palestinian camps, targeting leaders and fighters. In 1978, Israel carried out its first large-scale invasion of southern Lebanon in what it called “Operation Litani,” displacing thousands of Lebanese and Palestinians alike. Though Israel withdrew after international pressure, it left behind a proxy militia — the South Lebanon Army — to contain Palestinian influence.

But the defining moment came in 1982. Following an assassination attempt against its ambassador in London — blamed on Palestinian militants — Israel launched a full-scale invasion of Lebanon. Its forces swept northward, besieging Beirut for months. The PLO, cornered and outgunned, fought bitterly but ultimately agreed to evacuate. In a highly symbolic scene, Yasser Arafat and thousands of fighters departed Beirut by ship under international escort, marking the PLO’s second great exile in little more than a decade.

What followed was one of the darkest episodes in Palestinian history. With the PLO gone, Israeli forces surrounded the Sabra and Shatila camps in September 1982 and allowed Christian Phalangist militias to enter. Over three days, the militias slaughtered thousands of civilians — men, women, and children — in what came to be known as the Sabra and Shatila Massacre. International observers, including Red Cross workers, found mutilated bodies piled in alleys and shallow graves. The world recoiled, but no justice was delivered.

The Lebanese chapter of Palestinian exile was thus marked by both resilience and devastation. On the one hand, the PLO had succeeded in maintaining its cause on the global stage, building schools, hospitals, and even cultural centers in exile. On the other, Lebanon exposed the vulnerabilities of statelessness: dependence on host governments, entanglement in civil wars, and constant displacement under Israeli assault.
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Archival photographs from the period — children studying in makeshift classrooms in Shatila, armed fighters in narrow alleys, women carrying food under bombardment — capture the duality of survival and suffering. UNRWA records document the humanitarian toll: overcrowded camps, widespread malnutrition, and waves of refugees created not by one war but by many.

By the end of the 1980s, Palestinians in Lebanon were once again scattered, divided, and exhausted. Yet the memory of their suffering in Lebanon became another foundational layer of identity — a reminder that exile was not temporary, that the world’s powers remained indifferent, and that their struggle for return would demand further sacrifice.

From Lebanon to the Intifada — Shifting Strategies and the Rise of Grassroots Resistance (late 1980s–1990s)

THE FORCED EXILE OF the PLO from Lebanon in 1982 marked a turning point in the Palestinian struggle. For decades, the movement’s backbone had been its armed bases — in Jordan, then Lebanon. With Beirut lost and the leadership dispersed to Tunisia and other faraway capitals, Palestinians in the occupied territories could no longer rely solely on centralized military action. Instead, the focus shifted back to the heart of Palestine itself, where ordinary people under occupation began to take the lead in shaping resistance.

Throughout the 1980s, life in the West Bank and Gaza deteriorated under the weight of Israeli settlement expansion, military checkpoints, and systematic economic strangulation. Refugee camps, like Balata near Nablus or Jabalia in Gaza, were overcrowded and under constant surveillance. The Palestinian economy was tightly controlled, forcing many to work in low-paying jobs inside Israel while enduring humiliation at checkpoints. Families who had carried keys from their villages since 1948 were now raising a new generation under occupation, with no visible horizon of freedom.

[image: IMG_256]Intifada - Gaza strip 1987

It was against this backdrop that the First Intifada erupted in December 1987. Sparked by the killing of four Palestinian workers in Gaza by an Israeli military vehicle, protests spread rapidly across towns, villages, and camps. Unlike the guerrilla wars of Jordan or Lebanon, this was a grassroots uprising. Children and youth became its vanguard, hurling stones against heavily armed soldiers and tanks. Women organized underground schools, food networks, and medical aid. Local committees coordinated boycotts of Israeli goods, strikes, and civil disobedience campaigns.

The Intifada revealed a profound shift in Palestinian strategy. No longer dependent on distant armed bases, resistance emerged from within the very communities under occupation. Slogans painted on walls in Gaza and Nablus declared that every home was a fortress and every street a battlefield. Israel, caught off guard, responded with mass arrests, curfews, and brutal crackdowns. Eyewitness testimonies describe soldiers breaking bones of protesters, demolishing houses, and rounding up entire neighborhoods.

Internationally, the Intifada transformed the Palestinian image. Photographs of children with slingshots facing tanks circulated worldwide, challenging the narrative of Palestinians as “terrorists” and recasting them as a people under siege, demanding justice with courage and resilience. For the first time since 1948, the Palestinian question became a central issue in global media and politics.
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At the same time, the exile leadership of the PLO in Tunis sought to harness this new wave of resistance. Yasser Arafat declared support for the uprising while attempting to steer it toward international diplomacy. This period saw the 1988 Palestinian Declaration of Independence in Algiers, where the PLO officially recognized Israel’s right to exist on 78% of historic Palestine while demanding a state on the remaining 22% — the West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem. It was a major concession, reflecting both the pressures of exile and the realities of occupation.

But the Intifada was not just a PLO-led initiative; it also gave rise to new political currents. Most notably, Hamas emerged in 1987 out of Gaza’s Muslim Brotherhood networks, positioning itself as both a social movement and an armed resistance group. While the PLO leaned toward diplomacy, Hamas emphasized continued struggle, marking the beginning of deep divisions within Palestinian politics that persist to this day.

In exile, Palestinians watched the Intifada with a mix of pride and pain. Letters and diaries collected by the Institute for Palestine Studies show exiles describing how their children in Lebanon or Syria drew inspiration from stone-throwing youth in Gaza. UNRWA documents from the late 1980s record how refugee camps across the region staged solidarity demonstrations, proving that even scattered across borders, Palestinians remained connected by a single struggle.

The late 1980s and early 1990s thus marked a dual transformation. The Intifada gave Palestinians a new form of grassroots resistance, reclaiming agency from leaders in exile. Simultaneously, it forced Israel and the international community to reckon with the Palestinian demand for statehood. These dynamics culminated in the early 1990s with the Oslo Accords, a turning point that would promise peace but sow seeds of new divisions.

Archival photographs from this era — schoolgirls in hijabs confronting soldiers in Hebron, masked youth raising Palestinian flags on rooftops, and makeshift medical units in mosques and homes — testify to the resilience of an occupied people who refused to surrender. The spirit of the Intifada became a symbol not just for Palestinians but for oppressed peoples worldwide, proving that resistance could emerge from the streets, unarmed yet unbroken.
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Protests in the Gaza Strip at the onset of the First Intifada in 1987

The Second Intifada and the Siege of Gaza

The Spark at Al-Aqsa: Sharon’s Provocation
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On September 28, 2000, Ariel Sharon — then the leader of Israel’s opposition Likud Party — stormed into the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound with more than a thousand Israeli security forces. To Palestinians, this was not only a desecration of a sacred site but also a statement of ownership: that Jerusalem belonged solely to Israel. The move came shortly after the failure of the Camp David talks, where U.S. President Bill Clinton, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak, and Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat had reached no agreement.
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The symbolism was devastating. Al-Aqsa, where the Prophet Muhammad ascended to the heavens, represented both religion and national identity. Sharon’s intrusion ignited a firestorm. Protests erupted immediately, spreading from Jerusalem to the West Bank and Gaza. Israeli forces responded with live ammunition, killing seven Palestinians on the first day and wounding hundreds. What began as demonstrations quickly escalated into a full-scale uprising: the Second Intifada.
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Stones, Bullets, and Resistance

THE First Intifada (1987–1993) had been characterized by stone-throwing youth, civil disobedience, and grassroots organizing. By contrast, the Second Intifada unfolded in a much harsher climate. The Oslo Accords had collapsed, settlements were expanding, checkpoints had multiplied, and the PA was increasingly seen as ineffective or complicit.
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This time, resistance included armed confrontations. Militias emerged, including:


●  Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades (linked to Fatah),

●  Hamas’ Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades,

●  Palestinian Islamic Jihad’s al-Quds Brigades.


Suicide bombings targeted buses and restaurants in Israeli cities, while Palestinian fighters clashed with Israeli forces in refugee camps. Israel unleashed a military machine: tanks rolled into cities, helicopter gunships launched missile strikes, and neighborhoods were reduced to rubble. Gaza in particular bore the brunt of this destruction.

Gaza as a Laboratory of Control
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From 2000 onwards, Israel tightened its grip on Gaza, turning it into what observers called a “laboratory for modern occupation.”


●  Checkpoints & Closures: Gaza was sealed off with strict border controls, limiting food, medicine, and trade.

●  Air & Sea Blockade: Fishermen were shot at if they sailed beyond a few miles, while the airspace was dominated by surveillance drones.

●  Collective Punishment: Entire neighborhoods were bombarded in response to attacks by individuals.
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Human Rights Watch described Gaza as a place where “the civilian population was punished for the actions of the few.” Drones buzzed constantly overhead, a psychological weapon as much as a military one. Israel’s surveillance, targeting, and assassination techniques in Gaza would later be exported to other conflicts, tested first on Palestinians.

Assassinations and Martyrdom

ONE OF ISRAEL’S MAIN strategies during the Second Intifada was the assassination of Palestinian leaders.
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Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, the spiritual leader of Hamas — a paralyzed man in a wheelchair — was assassinated in March 2004 by missiles as he exited a mosque.
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●  His successor, Abdel Aziz al-Rantisi, was killed weeks later.

●  Dozens of local commanders and political activists met similar fates.


Instead of weakening resistance, these killings radicalized new generations. Yassin’s funeral was attended by over 200,000 Palestinians in Gaza, despite the siege. His martyrdom became a symbol of steadfastness. One Gazan woman told Al Jazeera:


“They killed his body, but his voice lives in us. We will carry his message until Palestine is free.”



The Wall: West Bank and Gaza Fragmented
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During the Intifada, Israel also began constructing the Separation Wall (or Apartheid Wall) in the West Bank. Officially framed as a “security barrier,” the wall cut deep into Palestinian land, annexing farmland, water wells, and olive groves. Families were separated from each other, villages from cities, and farmers from their land.

For Gaza, the walling-off was even more severe. The Strip was fenced in completely, its crossings militarized. Movement in and out was almost impossible without Israeli approval. Gaza had been transformed from an occupied territory into a sealed enclave — the largest open-air prison in the world.

Operation Defensive Shield and the Intensification of Violence

IN 2002, AFTER A SERIES of suicide bombings, Israel launched Operation Defensive Shield, its largest West Bank military operation since 1967. Refugee camps such as Jenin and cities like Nablus were flattened. In Gaza, similar incursions took place. Tanks rolled through streets, demolishing homes. By the end of the Intifada, more than 3,000 Palestinians were killed, including hundreds of children.

Disengagement without Freedom

IN 2005, ISRAEL CARRIED out its so-called “disengagement plan.” Settlers were evacuated from Gaza, and military bases were withdrawn. Many Western commentators hailed this as a step toward peace. Yet the reality was starkly different.

Israel still:


●  Controlled Gaza’s airspace, borders, and waters.

●  Decided who could enter or leave.

●  Restricted imports and exports.


As one Palestinian analyst noted:


“Israel removed its boots from our streets but kept its hands on our throats.”


The disengagement turned Gaza into a remote-controlled prison. It relieved Israel of the cost of directly administering the Strip while allowing it to bomb and blockade with impunity.

International Silence, Palestinian Defiance

THROUGHOUT THE INTIFADA, Western nations overwhelmingly adopted Israel’s narrative, branding Palestinian resistance as “terrorism.” The structural violence of checkpoints, curfews, land confiscation, and killings was ignored. The U.S. vetoed UN Security Council resolutions condemning Israel, while Europe remained complicit through silence or trade deals.

Yet Palestinians preserved their story. Through poetry, film, oral testimonies, and martyr posters pasted on the walls of refugee camps, they documented their suffering and resilience.

The Second Intifada was not just a chapter of violence; it was a turning point. It proved that Oslo had failed, that “peace” as defined by the West was only submission, and that Gaza had been singled out as the epicenter of resistance — and therefore of punishment.
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Chapter 9: Gaza Under Permanent Siege (2007–2014)
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Introduction – From Intifada to Blockade
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Displaced Palestinians gather to receive food from a charity in Deir el-Balah, Gaza Strip

The seeds of Gaza’s permanent siege were sown in the aftermath of the Second Intifada (2000–2005), a period that left Palestinian society exhausted and fragmented. Israel, having withdrawn its settlers and permanent ground forces from Gaza in 2005 under Ariel Sharon’s “disengagement plan”, presented the move to the world as a gesture of peace. In reality, it was the prelude to a more suffocating strategy: transforming Gaza into what human rights organizations would later call an “open-air prison.” The physical absence of settlements did not translate into sovereignty for Palestinians. Instead, Israel retained full control over Gaza’s airspace, maritime access, borders, and population registry, ensuring that no aspect of daily life could function independently.

The 2006 Palestinian Legislative Council elections marked a turning point. Against Western and Israeli expectations, Hamas won a decisive victory, securing 74 of 132 parliamentary seats. This electoral outcome, judged free and fair by international monitors such as the Carter Center and the EU Election Observation Mission, reflected widespread Palestinian frustration with the corruption and inefficiency of the Palestinian Authority under Fatah. Yet, rather than respecting the democratic choice of Palestinians, the United States, the European Union, and Israel responded with sanctions, aid suspensions, and political isolation, effectively punishing an entire population for their vote.
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Tensions between Hamas and Fatah escalated into open conflict, culminating in Hamas’ takeover of Gaza in June 2007. Israel and Egypt responded by imposing a comprehensive blockade that restricted the entry of goods, fuel, medical supplies, and construction materials. The blockade extended to controlling the caloric intake of Gaza’s residents. Documents later released by the Israeli Ministry of Defense (2012) revealed that authorities had calculated the precise number of calories needed to avoid starvation, using this cruel arithmetic to determine the amount of food allowed to enter Gaza. This was not policy by accident, but by design—a form of collective punishment forbidden under international law.

The blockade’s logic was simple: to isolate Hamas, weaken its governance, and pressure the population into turning against it. But the strategy had devastating consequences for ordinary Palestinians. The United Nations and humanitarian organizations repeatedly warned of the siege’s catastrophic impact. A 2009 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) report stated that 80% of Gaza’s population had become dependent on food aid, unemployment exceeded 40%, and hospitals were unable to maintain essential services due to power outages and shortages of spare parts. Amnesty International declared in 2010 that Israel’s blockade constituted a form of “collective punishment in flagrant violation of international law.”

This siege was not merely material; it was political and psychological. Gaza became a testing ground for Israel’s strategy of deterrence, which sought to demonstrate overwhelming power against any act of resistance. The walls, fences, and checkpoints around Gaza symbolized more than physical isolation—they represented an attempt to break the spirit of its people. Yet, rather than collapsing, Gazan society adapted, building tunnel networks for trade and survival, creating underground economies, and sustaining cultural life in the face of suffocation.

The years between 2007 and 2014 thus marked a transformation in the Palestinian struggle. No longer merely a question of occupation, Gaza became a case study of siege warfare in the modern world. The blockade not only redefined Palestinian daily life but also set the stage for three successive wars—2008, 2012, and 2014—that would devastate the Strip but also spotlight its resilience on the international stage.

The opening of this chapter, then, is not just about borders and blockades. It is about a people who, having endured the betrayal of colonial promises in the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the dispossession of the Nakba, and the decades-long occupation of their lands, now faced the challenge of surviving in a sealed cage. Gaza, in this period, became the heart of the Palestinian question—a crucible of suffering, resilience, and resistance under permanent siege.
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	Party

	Leader
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	Hamas

	Ismail Haniyeh

	
44.45
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	Fatah

	Farouk Kaddoumi

	
41.43


	
45


	
−5



	
	PFLP

	Ahmad Sa'adat

	
4.25


	
3


	
New



	
	The Alternative

	Qais Abd al-Karim
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	Independent Palestine

	Mustafa Barghouti
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	Third Way

	Salam Fayyad
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	Independents

	–
[image: ]


	
–


	
4


	
−31





This lists parties that won seats. See the complete results below.
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Life Under Siege – A Humanitarian Catastrophe
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RAFAH BORDER CROSSING – British aid convoy entering Gaza Strip from Egypt in 2009
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The blockade imposed on Gaza after 2007 was not just a political act but a calculated assault on the very fabric of daily life. Every sphere—food, water, medicine, electricity, housing, and freedom of movement—was subjected to external control. The result was a humanitarian catastrophe that the United Nations, the International Committee of the Red Cross, and countless NGOs repeatedly documented, yet the international community largely failed to stop.

Food and Nutrition
From the outset, Israel’s blockade was designed to exert maximum pressure while avoiding outright famine that would provoke global outrage. In 2012, documents declassified by the Israeli Ministry of Defense revealed what became known as the “Red Lines” or calorie calculations. Israeli officials meticulously measured the number of calories each Gazan needed to survive—2,279 per person per day—then restricted imports to meet this “bare minimum.” Flour, sugar, rice, and cooking oil were allowed in limited quantities, while items deemed “luxuries”—from chocolate to school supplies—were banned outright. The cynical logic was to keep Gaza “on a diet, but not to make them die,” as one Israeli adviser phrased it.
For Gazans, this meant constant scarcity. Families often subsisted on bread and lentils, while fresh fruit, meat, and dairy products became luxuries beyond reach. Malnutrition rates rose sharply, especially among children. A 2010 UNRWA health report revealed that anemia affected over 70% of infants under two years old, while stunting and underweight conditions became increasingly common. The once-rich agricultural lands of Gaza, particularly in the north and along the “buffer zone” near the border, were rendered inaccessible by Israeli bulldozing and live-fire exclusion zones, stripping farmers of their livelihoods.

Water and Sanitation
Access to clean water became another symbol of siege. Over 90% of Gaza’s water supply, drawn from the Coastal Aquifer, was contaminated by seawater intrusion and untreated sewage by 2012. Israel’s ban on importing spare parts and construction materials crippled efforts to repair water treatment plants. The World Health Organization (WHO) warned that Gaza’s water was “unfit for human consumption,” leading to widespread kidney and gastrointestinal diseases. Families relied on expensive trucked water or makeshift wells, deepening inequalities between the poorest households and those with some means to purchase clean supplies.
Electricity and Healthcare
The blockade restricted fuel imports, leaving Gaza’s sole power plant frequently idle. By 2013, residents endured daily power cuts ranging from 8 to 16 hours. Hospitals became the most vulnerable. Life-saving equipment such as dialysis machines, incubators, and operating rooms often shut down mid-treatment, forcing doctors into impossible choices. A 2012 Physicians for Human Rights–Israel report documented dozens of preventable deaths due to electricity shortages and lack of medical supplies. Patients needing specialized care outside Gaza required Israeli-issued permits, which were frequently delayed or denied. Amnesty International recorded cases where children with cancer died while waiting for permission to leave for treatment.
Housing and Reconstruction
Another weapon of the blockade was the ban on construction materials such as cement, steel, and glass. After Israel’s 2008–2009 war on Gaza (Operation Cast Lead), over 20,000 homes were destroyed or severely damaged. Yet, families were barred from rebuilding. Makeshift shelters, tents, and overcrowded apartments became the norm. International donors pledged billions for reconstruction, but Israel’s restrictions ensured little progress. The UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) estimated in 2013 that nearly 60,000 families lived in substandard conditions, a figure that would only worsen after the wars of 2012 and 2014.
Psychological Toll and Youth Under Siege
Beyond material deprivation, the blockade inflicted deep psychological scars. Over 50% of Gaza’s population were children under the age of 18. They grew up knowing nothing but siege, checkpoints, and periodic bombardments. A 2012 Save the Children report found that three out of four children suffered from nightmares, bedwetting, and symptoms of PTSD. Teachers described classrooms filled with restless, anxious students, while parents spoke of children drawing pictures of tanks, planes, and destroyed homes.
Adaptation and Resilience
Despite this suffocating reality, Gazans developed remarkable strategies of survival. The tunnel economy, particularly along the Rafah border with Egypt, became a lifeline. Through these underground passages, goods such as fuel, food, medicine, and even livestock were smuggled in. At its peak, the tunnel system employed over 20,000 people and supplied up to 80% of Gaza’s consumer goods. Weddings were held underground, and even cars were transported piece by piece. Israel condemned the tunnels as a means of smuggling weapons, but for most Gazans they were simply a matter of survival.
Cultural and educational resilience also persisted. Writers, musicians, and visual artists continued to create, even in ruins. Students pursued studies by candlelight during power cuts. Football matches, poetry readings, and neighborhood iftars during Ramadan testified to a refusal to let siege erase identity. As one Gazan teacher wrote in her diary: “They can close our borders, but they cannot close our minds.”

International Response
The siege drew condemnation from human rights organizations worldwide, yet Western governments largely echoed Israel’s framing of the blockade as a “security measure.” Exceptions came from grassroots movements such as the Gaza Freedom Flotilla of 2010, where international activists attempted to break the blockade by sea. The deadly Israeli raid on the Turkish ship Mavi Marmara, killing nine activists, galvanized global opinion and brought Gaza’s plight to the forefront of international debate. Yet, despite the outrage, the siege remained firmly in place.
In sum, life under siege between 2007 and 2014 represented one of the darkest chapters of modern Palestinian history. It was not simply poverty or hardship, but a system of engineered deprivation—a policy designed to crush human dignity by controlling every aspect of existence. And yet, amid the ruins, Gaza’s people clung to dignity, faith, and resilience, refusing to surrender their humanity.

Wars on Gaza – 2008, 2012, 2014

THE BLOCKADE OF GAZA was not a static policy of isolation; it was punctuated by devastating military campaigns that underscored its violent character. Between 2008 and 2014, Israel launched three major wars on Gaza: Operation Cast Lead (2008–2009), Operation Pillar of Defense (2012), and Operation Protective Edge (2014). Each war deepened the humanitarian catastrophe, tested Gaza’s resilience, and revealed the stark double standards of international politics. Together, they form a continuous narrative of siege enforced not only by walls and closures but also by relentless bombardment.

Operation Cast Lead (December 2008 – January 2009)
The first major assault after the imposition of the blockade came at the end of 2008. Israel launched Operation Cast Lead on December 27, 2008, after citing the firing of rockets from Gaza as justification. The offensive began with a wave of airstrikes targeting police stations, government buildings, and infrastructure in Gaza City. Within minutes, hundreds were dead or wounded. The bombardment quickly expanded to residential neighborhoods, schools, mosques, and hospitals.
Over the course of 22 days, more than 1,400 Palestinians were killed, including over 300 children and 100 women, according to a UN Fact-Finding Mission (the Goldstone Report). Israel’s own casualties numbered 13, including three civilians. The disproportionate toll was staggering. White phosphorus munitions, banned for use in civilian areas under international law, were dropped on densely populated neighborhoods. Witnesses described horrific scenes of children burned alive.

The aftermath of Cast Lead left entire neighborhoods flattened. The Al-Fakhoura school in Jabalia refugee camp, run by UNRWA, became infamous when Israeli shelling killed more than 40 civilians seeking shelter. Richard Falk, the UN Special Rapporteur for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories, called the offensive a “war crime of the greatest magnitude.” Yet Western governments largely shielded Israel from accountability, repeating the mantra of “Israel’s right to self-defense.”

Operation Pillar of Defense (November 2012)
Four years later, in November 2012, another war erupted. Israel launched Operation Pillar of Defense with the targeted assassination of Ahmed al-Jaabari, commander of Hamas’ military wing. The killing triggered an eight-day conflict that again devastated Gaza’s civilian population.
Over 160 Palestinians were killed, including dozens of children, while six Israelis lost their lives. This war was notable for Israel’s deployment of its Iron Dome missile defense system, which intercepted many of the rockets fired from Gaza. For Palestinians, however, the disparity in technology underscored the asymmetry of the conflict: one side protected by state-of-the-art defenses, the other trapped under blockade and bombardment.

Images of families fleeing through smoke-filled streets, of apartment blocks collapsing into rubble, of funerals of young children wrapped in shrouds—all became seared into global memory. Yet, despite mass protests in cities like Cairo, Istanbul, London, and New York, the political response was muted. A fragile Egyptian-brokered ceasefire eventually ended the assault, but the blockade remained intact.



Operation Protective Edge (July–August 2014)
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The deadliest of the three wars came in the summer of 2014. Sparked by the kidnapping and murder of three Israeli teenagers in the West Bank, Israel unleashed Operation Protective Edge on Gaza, a 51-day war that became the bloodiest chapter of the blockade era.
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More than 2,200 Palestinians were killed, including over 550 children, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). Seventy Israelis, mostly soldiers, also died. The scale of destruction was unprecedented: 18,000 homes were destroyed or rendered uninhabitable, leaving 100,000 people homeless. Schools, hospitals, and even UN shelters were bombed. The Shuja’iyya neighborhood in Gaza City was almost entirely flattened in a single night of relentless shelling, drawing comparisons to the carpet bombings of World War II.
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Protective Edge also revealed the extraordinary psychological toll of repeated wars. Families who had rebuilt their homes after 2009 and 2012 saw them reduced to rubble once more. Children lived in constant fear, many experiencing lifelong trauma. A UNICEF report from late 2014 estimated that over 370,000 children in Gaza required immediate psychological assistance.

The international community’s reaction was again tepid. The United Nations convened debates, human rights organizations published damning reports, and global protests erupted, but the blockade persisted, reconstruction stalled, and Israel faced no binding sanctions. Instead, Gaza’s people were left to pick up the pieces once more. 

The Pattern of Siege and Assault
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These three wars were not isolated incidents but part of a deliberate pattern: blockade punctuated by periodic bombardment. Israel framed each war as a defensive operation, yet the overwhelming toll on civilians, the systematic targeting of infrastructure, and the deliberate economic strangulation point to a broader strategy of breaking Gaza’s will.

As one Gazan doctor wrote after the 2014 war: “We bury the dead, we treat the wounded, we rebuild the ruins, and then we wait for the next war. This is our cycle under siege.”
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UN Human Rights Council (HRC), Resolution Calling for a Fact-Finding Mission to Gaza, Geneva, 12 January 2009 (excerpts).

WITH THE WAR ON GAZA still in progress, the HRC convened a special session from 9 to 12 January 2009 to address the “grave violations of human rights in the occupied Palestinian territory including the recent aggression in the occupied Gaza Strip.” (To convene a special session, the support of one-third of the HRC’s membership is required.) The resulting Resolution S-9/1, titled “The grave violations of human rights in the occupied Palestinian territory, particularly due to the recent Israeli military attacks against the occupied Gaza Strip,” was introduced by Cuba, Egypt(on behalf of the Arab and African Groups),and Pakistan (on behalf of the Organization of the Islamic Conference) on 9 January 2009. Of the resolution’s 17 operative clauses (condemning the Israeli operation; calling for an immediate cessation of military attacks and the withdrawal of Israeli forces from Gaza; calling on Israel to end its occupation of Palestinian lands and lift the siege on Gaza; calling for international protection and international action to end international human rights and other violations by Israel; and so on), only three relate to the creation of a fact-finding mission to Gaza. These are reproduced below. The resolution, brought to a vote on 12 January 2009, passed with 33 in favor (including China, India, Russia), 1 against (Canada), and 13 abstentions (including France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom). The full resolution can be found online at http://domino.un.org/unispal.nsf.

The Human Rights Council,

. . .

14. Decides to dispatch an urgent, independent international fact-finding mission, to be appointed by the President of the Council, to investigate all violations of international human rights law and international humanitarian law by the occupying Power, Israel, against the Palestinian people throughout the occupied Palestinian territory, particularly in the occupied Gaza Strip, due to the current aggression, and calls upon Israel not to obstruct the process of investigation and to fully cooperate with the mission;

15. Requests the Secretary-General and the High Commissioner [for Human Rights] to provide all administrative, technical and logistical assistance required to enable the above-mentioned special procedures mandate-holders and the fact-finding mission to fulfill their mandates promptly and efficiently;

. . .

17. Decides to follow up on the implementation of the present resolution at its next session.

Report of the UN Fact-Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict (the Goldstone Report), Geneva, 25 September 2009 (excerpts).

The four-person UN fact-finding mission travelled to Gaza twice, from 30 May to 6 June and from 26 June to 1 July 2009, with its support staff remaining in the Strip to conduct field investigations from 22 May to 4 July. With Israel refusing to cooperate with the mission, the Goldstone team was obliged to enter Gaza through Egypt and was unable to visit either the Sederot area of Israel hit by Hamas rockets or the West Bank to investigate violations there, including internal Palestinian violence. Sederot residents were interviewed by telephone and some gave testimony at public hearings in Geneva, where priority was given to the participation of victims and persons from the affected communities. The mission was able to meet members of the PA government in Amman, and a number of West Bankers also took part in the Geneva hearings.

The West Bank and Gaza authorities both cooperated fully with the mission. While the Goldstone mission did not have access either to Israeli internal documents or Israeli officials, it had the cooperation of a number of former government and military officials as well as of Israeli human rights organizations. In addition to public hearings (which included 38 public testimonies), the mission conducted 188 individual interviews, reviewed over 10,000 pages of documentation, and viewed over 30 videos and 1,200 photographs, including satellite imagery. Thirty-six incidents seen as illustrative of the main patterns of violation were examined and analyzed in depth. The period covered by the report extends beyond the 23 days of the assault, including events since 19 June 2008, the start of the Israeli-Hamas cease-fire, and the period up to the end of its investigations on the ground.

Given the size of the Goldstone report, selecting excerpts was difficult. The table of contents is presented here in full, as it shows the report’s structure and comprehensiveness and also gives a more complete picture of the mission’s concerns (notably, the importance accorded to the background and context of OCL). (Within the table of contents, numbers presented next to each chapter heading indicate paragraphs, not pages.) Because of extensive treatment elsewhere (e.g., human rights and press reports, JPS 151 and 152), JPS decided not to excerpt material on dramatic incidents involving extensive loss of human life, the use of human shields, the use of banned weaponry, and so on.

Chapter XIII, which covers the destruction of nonmilitary infrastructure essential to life in Gaza, was selected as a good example of the methodical approach and level of detail applied throughout the report. The presentation and method are particularly visible in the chapter’s first incident, “the destruction of el-Bader flour mill,” in simplified form: site visit, background and description of the incident, the mission’s assessment of the facts (“factual findings”), and the mission’s legal assessment in light of the relevant laws (“legal findings”). The chapter XIII excerpts also exemplify the inaccuracy of the Israeli-U.S. charge that the Goldstone report fails to take into account Israel’s right to “self-defense.” On the contrary, the report never questions whether OCL was legitimate, and it views “military necessity” or the pursuit of a military objective or advantage as potentially valid grounds for an attack, provided proportionality and other criteria are met (see for example paragraphs 929, 957, 972, 974, 985, and 986).

Other excerpts are from chapter XVI (on the objectives of OCL), which provides an excellent analysis of the strategic underpinnings of the operation, and chapter XXIV, on the impact of Palestinian rocket fire on Israeli civilians. Also included are excerpts relating to universal jurisdiction (chapter XXVIII), accountability and reparations (chapter XXIX), as well as parts of the general conclusions and recommendations (chapters XXX–XXXI). The full report can be found online at http://domino.un.org/unispal.nsf. Footnotes have been omitted for space considerations. 

Source: The Goldstone Report: Excerpts and Responses | The Institute for Palestine Studies  

Children of Gaza — Growing Up in a Cage
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IN GAZA, CHILDHOOD has been reshaped into something unrecognizable. It is not a period of carefree discovery, but of surviving siege, airstrikes, and trauma. Since 2007, an entire generation has been born into a world where they have never known freedom of movement, reliable electricity, clean water, or safety. Their lives are confined within the narrow 365 square kilometers of the Gaza Strip, blockaded by land, sea, and air.
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While children elsewhere imagine futures of choice, Gaza’s children have grown up learning that their lives can be ended in an instant. They have been called the “children of the blockade” — a generation shaped by perpetual deprivation and repeated wars that come like seasons.

A Childhood of Bombs and Blockade

BY THE TIME OF THE 2014 war, over half of Gaza’s two million people were under the age of 18. This means that most children in Gaza have endured three major wars before even becoming teenagers: the bombardments of 2008–09, 2012, and 2014. Each war brought waves of death and destruction, often targeting neighborhoods, schools, and playgrounds.

Children in Gaza do not play freely outdoors as others do; they play beneath the shadow of drones, with the hum of surveillance ever-present in the sky. Many draw tanks, jets, and rubble when given crayons in school. Teachers report that children often flinch at loud sounds, and many refuse to sleep alone. According to UNICEF and Save the Children, more than 80% of Gaza’s children suffer from post-traumatic stress symptoms.

Even in the rare lulls between wars, the blockade ensures misery. Only a few hours of electricity a day means that children often study by candlelight. Water is scarce and often contaminated with sewage. Malnutrition has stunted growth in many children, while high rates of anemia persist. Hospitals lack basic medicines, meaning that treatable illnesses sometimes become fatal.

Psychological Ruin and Stolen Dreams
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A PENCIL DRAWING DRAWING attention to the children harmed

The psychological toll of such a childhood is immeasurable. Mental health workers in Gaza describe classrooms full of children who wet the bed, have panic attacks, or refuse to speak. Depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts are alarmingly common even among young children.

A 2014 report by the Palestinian Center for Human Rights described how children stopped dreaming about what they wanted to be when they grow up — because they could not imagine a future at all. “They believe they will die young, so they do not plan,” said one teacher.
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A Bay Area children’s museum shut down a planned exhibition of Gaza children’s drawings. ( Middle East Children’s Alliance ) - /www.mecaforpeace.org

There is also the unbearable grief of loss. Children who survive bombings often lose parents, siblings, or entire families. Many grow up as orphans or with lifelong disabilities from shrapnel wounds or amputations. Their childhood is interrupted not just by trauma, but by the responsibility to become breadwinners far too early.
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Education Under Siege

EDUCATION, ONCE A SOURCE of hope, has become another casualty. Israeli airstrikes have destroyed hundreds of schools, while the blockade has prevented rebuilding materials from entering. UNRWA schools are overcrowded, often running double or triple shifts to accommodate the swelling student population.

Yet even these schools are not safe. During the 2014 war, Israeli strikes hit several UN schools where displaced families were sheltering. One of the most haunting images of that war showed children’s backpacks scattered in pools of blood on the floor of a UN classroom.

Teachers themselves are traumatized. Many lost their own families or homes, yet return to class to teach students who sit silently, staring, their faces blank. The learning gap widens each year, and many teenagers drop out entirely to help support their families.

A Life Without Horizons

MOST CHILDREN IN THE world grow up with horizons — the idea that they can one day travel, explore, or choose their paths. Gaza’s children grow up behind walls they cannot cross. They have never left the Strip. Many have never seen an airplane except as a weapon, or the sea except as a border patrolled by warships.

Israel tightly controls exit permits, and most children are never allowed to travel for education, medical treatment, or even family reunification. This enforced immobility creates a profound sense of entrapment — a psychological claustrophobia. Children say they feel they are “living in a cage,” “in an open-air prison,” or “on another planet cut off from the world.”

The Silence of the World

PERHAPS THE DEEPEST wound is the knowledge that the world watches — and does nothing. Gaza’s children see Western nations mobilize with speed and unity to defend other populations, as they did for Ukraine, but remain largely indifferent to their suffering. They hear calls for “restraint” after each massacre, and they watch as their killers face no consequences. This teaches them a cruel lesson: that their lives are seen as expendable.

In the words of a 12-year-old girl from Gaza after the 2014 war:


“When the bombs stopped, I waited for someone in the world to say we are sorry this happened to you. But nobody said anything.”


Psychosocial interventions for children in UNRWA shelters
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The Siege Economy — Deliberate De-development and Dependency

THE SIEGE OF GAZA WAS never only about military containment — it has always been an economic war. Since the imposition of the blockade in 2007, Israel has engineered a system designed not merely to restrict but to strategically de-develop Gaza’s economy. The goal, as revealed in declassified Israeli documents and cables, was to keep Gaza’s economy functioning at a subsistence level while preventing any form of sustainable development. This policy created a permanent humanitarian crisis that has crippled every sector and locked Gaza into structural dependency on foreign aid.

Engineering Collapse: Controlling Calories and Cement

ISRAELI GOVERNMENT documents obtained by Gisha (the Legal Center for Freedom of Movement) in 2010 exposed one of the most chilling aspects of the blockade: Israeli officials calculated the minimum caloric intake needed to keep Gaza’s population alive without allowing economic growth. Shipments of food were calibrated according to this formula, and “luxury” items like chocolate, toys, and even notebooks were banned as “non-essential.”

Alongside food restrictions, Israel blocked nearly all exports from Gaza while tightly limiting imports of cement, steel, and construction materials. This paralyzed Gaza’s industrial and agricultural sectors. Factories stood silent; greenhouses collapsed; farmland lay barren. Even after Israeli bombardments flattened neighborhoods, reconstruction was impossible because cement and steel were deemed “dual-use” and therefore banned.

By 2014, 97% of Gaza’s industrial operations had shut down and unemployment reached some of the highest rates in the world, particularly among youth. A once-thriving textile export industry was destroyed, and Gaza’s citrus groves — once famous throughout the region — rotted from neglect.

Dependency by Design

THIS DESTRUCTION WAS not accidental. In internal communications revealed by Wikileaks, Israeli officials admitted they aimed to apply “economic pressure” to weaken Hamas while keeping Gaza’s population just short of collapse to avoid international outrage. This strategy created a paradox: Gaza was not allowed to rebuild or sustain itself, yet Israel could present the humanitarian crisis as the failure of Palestinian governance.

Consequently, Gaza became dependent on international aid, which Israel controls at every border crossing. Nearly 80% of Gaza’s population became reliant on food assistance from UNRWA and the World Food Programme. This dependency allowed Israel to portray itself as not “occupying” Gaza while still exercising near-total control over its economy, borders, and resources.

The Destruction of the Workforce

THE SIEGE SHATTERED Gaza’s labor market. Skilled workers — carpenters, engineers, doctors, teachers — were driven into poverty. Israel revoked thousands of work permits that once allowed Gazans to work inside Israel, cutting off their main source of income. College graduates now compete for scarce UNRWA relief jobs or become part of the swelling informal economy, selling vegetables from street carts or scavenging scrap metal.

Young people, even those with degrees, face youth unemployment rates over 60%. With no jobs, no mobility, and no future prospects, many sink into despair or attempt the dangerous sea crossings to escape. Israel’s strategy has thus produced not just economic collapse, but generational hopelessness.

UNOSAT's geospatial capabilities became FAO's crucial "window" into Gaza, providing satellite imagery analysis to support FAO’s Geospatial Unit, when direct observation on the ground was impossible. This analysis played a crucial role not only in FAO's response but also in informing critical food security assessments, including the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) analyses and Famine Review Committee (FRC) reports.
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Destroying Infrastructure and Blocking Recovery

SATELLITE IMAGES SHOW scale of destruction caused by zionist state Israel. 

[image: IMG_256]Assault on Gaza | Israel-Palestine conflict 

Israel’s bombing campaigns — particularly during the 2008–09, 2012, and 2014 wars — deliberately targeted key economic infrastructure: power plants, sewage treatment facilities, water networks, fishing ports, and industrial zones. After each war, reconstruction was delayed or prevented because building materials were blocked.
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In 2014, the UN estimated that 18,000 homes and 73 mosques were destroyed and 450 factories damaged or destroyed, yet less than 5% of the required reconstruction materials were allowed in during the first year after the war. Blackouts lasting up to 20 hours a day became normal. Gaza’s sole power plant was repeatedly bombed, and diesel fuel for generators was limited. This crippled hospitals, schools, and water treatment plants, creating cascading humanitarian crises.
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Israel's war on Gaza: How Israel destroyed the Gaza Strip

The Fishing Zone Trap

EVEN GAZA’S NATURAL resources were weaponized. Israel repeatedly reduced Gaza’s permitted fishing zone from the 20 nautical miles agreed in the Oslo Accords to as little as 3 nautical miles. Fishermen who crossed these arbitrary lines risked being shot at, arrested, or having their boats seized. This devastated the fishing industry, which once supported tens of thousands of families.

Similarly, Israel bulldozed farmland near the border to create “buffer zones,” eliminating fertile agricultural land and placing farmers under constant threat of gunfire if they approached their own fields.

A Controlled Collapse — and Global Complicity

INTERNATIONAL DONORS have spent billions trying to patch Gaza’s shattered economy, but most of this money is consumed by emergency relief rather than development. Because Israel controls all borders, even aid is turned into a tool of control. Goods and reconstruction materials pile up at Israeli checkpoints, while Israel collects customs duties on imports into Gaza.

The United Nations has repeatedly warned that the blockade constitutes collective punishment, a violation of international law, yet Western governments largely continue to fund Israel while also paying for the humanitarian crisis it creates. This has allowed Israel to maintain the siege without bearing its full costs.

A Future Stolen
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PALESTINIAN CHILDREN are wondering in the destruction of their future. By Mmansour/www.flickr.com/photos/ 

The siege economy has not just destroyed Gaza’s present — it has stolen its future. Gaza’s youth grow up with degrees but no jobs, skills but no industries, dreams but no exit. Parents raise their children knowing they may never see them succeed. Entrepreneurs build startups that cannot ship their products out. Farmers plant crops they cannot export. Every spark of initiative is snuffed out by the walls of the blockade.

As one young Gazan economist wrote in despair:


“They have made us a laboratory for how to kill an economy without killing the people — just enough to keep us alive so the world won’t look away.”
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A map of the Gaza Strip and the access restrictions its residents have - commons.wikimedia.org

Life Under Siege — The Humanitarian Crisis in Gaza

Collapse of Health Systems
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ISRAEL’S DESTRUCTION of Al Shifa Hospital - https://www.aljazeera.com

The collapse of Gaza’s healthcare system stands as one of the most visible and devastating indicators of the humanitarian crisis inflicted by decades of blockade, de-development, and war. What had once been a modest but functional public health network has been reduced to shattered walls, powerless equipment, and exhausted medical staff struggling to keep entire wards alive under siege conditions. This catastrophe is not an accident of war but the predictable outcome of years of deliberate strangulation of resources, movement, and infrastructure.
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www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases - by Olga Cherevko - OHCHR

From the early 2000s onward, the blockade regime severely restricted imports of medical supplies, diagnostic equipment, and even basic items like gauze and anesthesia. After each military assault, the health sector—already operating on the edge—sank further into dysfunction. By the 2014 war, the World Health Organization reported that over 50% of essential drugs were consistently out of stock, and fuel shortages meant that hospitals like Al-Shifa and Al-Quds had to run on unreliable backup generators. Surgeons often performed operations by flashlight, while incubators for premature babies went cold during power cuts lasting 18 to 20 hours a day.

Al-Shifa Hospital in Gaza City, once the flagship of Palestinian healthcare, became a grim symbol of this collapse. Damaged by repeated bombings and cut off from external support, its corridors overflowed with wounded civilians, children with burns and shrapnel wounds lying on the floor as staff begged for more bandages. International doctors, like Dr. Ghassan Abu Sitta, documented operating without proper sterilization, reusing catheters, and performing amputations with minimal anesthesia while bombs struck nearby. The WHO has described Gaza’s health sector as being in a state of “perpetual emergency,” an extraordinary term for a system expected to serve two million people.

The destruction is not just physical. Gaza’s hospitals are chronically understaffed because Israel has blocked doctors and nurses from leaving the territory for training. Specialists who retire or die are not replaced. Medical students rarely get exit permits to complete studies abroad. This isolation has created a deepening skills gap, forcing doctors to improvise with outdated techniques and obsolete equipment. The health system has been denied the oxygen of renewal, just as it has been denied literal oxygen for its wards.

Even when aid convoys manage to enter, they cannot compensate for the collapse of logistics and governance. Warehouses bombed, roads cratered, and border closures prevent consistent delivery of life-saving items like chemotherapy drugs or dialysis filters. Many patients die not from their initial wounds but because follow-up care becomes impossible. Ambulances are often targeted or delayed at checkpoints, causing preventable deaths. UN OCHA has documented numerous cases of children dying from treatable illnesses because they could not leave Gaza in time for surgery in Jerusalem or Egypt.

Among the most haunting scenes are those from the Al-Ahli Baptist Hospital bombing in 2023, when hundreds were killed while seeking refuge in what they thought was a sanctuary. That strike encapsulated the impossible paradox of healthcare in Gaza: the places meant to save life have become targets themselves. After that bombing, medical staff continued to treat survivors under the open night sky, with nothing but cellphone lights and their bare hands.
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Chapter 10: Zionism as a Colonial Project
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Not Religion, but Secular Nationalism

The roots of Zionism were not born from spiritual yearning or divine command, but from the political turmoil and nationalistic currents of 19th-century Europe. Unlike the centuries-old Jewish religious tradition that anchored itself in spiritual life and religious law, Zionism emerged as a secular nationalist ideology, deeply influenced by European Romantic nationalism and colonial thinking. Its early leaders — Theodor Herzl, Max Nordau, and Chaim Weizmann — did not envision a return to Judaism’s religious essence but rather sought to forge a modern nation-state, with symbols of sovereignty, territorial control, and military power.

This fundamental distinction is often blurred in contemporary discourse. Zionism wrapped itself in the symbolism of the Hebrew Bible to legitimize its project, but its intellectual foundations were thoroughly European. Herzl, in his seminal 1896 pamphlet Der Judenstaat, described the Jewish Question as a political problem needing a political solution, not a religious redemption. He spoke not of spiritual revival, but of building railways, banks, and armies — the hallmarks of a modern state. Religion, to Herzl, was a private affair, while the national cause was a secular mission.

Even as Herzl convened the First Zionist Congress in Basel in 1897, he encountered fierce opposition from traditional Jewish religious scholars and many Jews in the Ottoman Empire who lived peacefully as loyal Ottoman subjects. They rejected Zionism as an alien intrusion, fearing it would endanger the fragile coexistence Jews had enjoyed for centuries under Ottoman protection.

This distinction is vital: Zionism was not the natural continuation of Judaism, but a radical break from it. It took a people bound by faith and dispersed through centuries, and sought to reshape them into a political nation patterned after European colonial powers — complete with flags, borders, and standing armies.

Alliance of Zionism, Capitalism, and Western Empire

ZIONISM’S SUCCESS DID not grow from within Jewish communities alone — it was nourished by the geopolitical ambitions of European empires. From the very start, Zionist leaders recognized that their project could only succeed with imperial sponsorship. They framed their colonization of Palestine as an asset to Western powers: a European outpost planted in the heart of the Arab and Muslim world.

Chaim Weizmann, one of the movement’s key diplomats, explicitly argued to British officials that a Jewish state in Palestine would serve as a “loyal ally” to British imperial interests in the Eastern Mediterranean. British strategists, in turn, saw a Jewish settler colony as a tool to secure the Suez Canal, protect imperial sea lanes to India, and fracture the rising tide of Arab nationalism.

The Balfour Declaration of 1917, which promised British support for “a national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine, was not an act of humanitarian compassion but a strategic move. It was issued by a government still deeply enmeshed in colonial exploits, and many of its cabinet ministers openly described Zionism as a “civilizing mission.” The Rothschild family’s banking influence and the support of Western capitalist networks provided the financial machinery, while British and later American imperial power provided the military shield.

This marriage of Zionism, capitalism, and empire embedded the project within the broader machinery of Western colonialism. Like French Algeria, British India, and Dutch Indonesia, Palestine became a site where the colonial logic of land seizure, economic restructuring, and demographic engineering was applied — except here, it was done in the name of “return.”

What made this project uniquely dangerous was its settler-colonial character. Unlike exploitative colonies that intended to extract wealth and eventually withdraw, the Zionist project sought to replace the native Palestinian society altogether. From the earliest Zionist land purchases in the late 1800s, land was acquired on the condition that only Jewish labor could be used, systematically displacing Palestinian tenant farmers and workers. This revealed the colonial logic at the heart of Zionism: not coexistence, but elimination.

Biblical References versus Qur’anic Truth

WHILE ZIONIST LEADERS portrayed their colonization of Palestine as the fulfillment of ancient biblical prophecies, this claim collapses when measured against both the historical record and the ethical framework of the Qur’an. Their selective use of scripture served more as political propaganda than spiritual conviction, designed to persuade Christian powers in Europe and America to support the Zionist venture.

Biblical Myths as Political Tools

FROM THE LATE 19TH century onward, Theodor Herzl and other Zionist leaders invoked the biblical notion of a “Promised Land” to give their project a sacred aura. They adopted ancient Hebrew place names, revived Hebrew as a national language, and even chose symbols like the Star of David and the menorah to frame their nationalist state as the rebirth of biblical Israel. Yet Herzl himself was a secular Viennese journalist who had never been religious; he famously wrote in his diary that “we shall not dwell on the past, but look to the future.”

Biblical motifs were thus instrumental rather than devotional. Zionist lobbying campaigns targeted Protestant evangelical circles in Britain and America, many of whom had long romanticized the idea of Jewish restoration as part of Christian eschatology. Chaim Weizmann and Nahum Sokolow consciously played on these themes when lobbying the British government before the 1917 Balfour Declaration. Cabinet ministers like Arthur Balfour and David Lloyd George, raised in evangelical households, were susceptible to the idea that helping Jews return to Palestine fulfilled divine will.

But the biblical narrative used by Zionists was highly selective and stripped of context. It ignored the centuries when Jews, Christians, and Muslims coexisted peacefully in Palestine, especially under Ottoman rule. It also ignored the biblical commandments of justice, mercy, and care for the stranger — choosing instead to weaponize ancient conquest stories to justify modern ethnic cleansing.

The result was a mythical continuity that leapt across 2,000 years of history to claim that a secular European settler state was the rightful heir of an ancient religious community. This erasure of history became the foundation of Zionist legitimacy in Western eyes.

The Qur’anic Ethos: Justice, Not Ethnicity

IN SHARP CONTRAST, the Qur’an provides a clear ethical framework that rejects claims of ethnic or racial superiority. The Qur’an acknowledges the Children of Israel as a historical community entrusted with divine guidance, but repeatedly emphasizes that honor is based on righteousness, not bloodline or territory:


“Indeed, the most honored of you in the sight of God is the most righteous of you.” (Qur’an 49:13)


The Qur’an never endorses the idea of exclusive, perpetual ownership of land by any ethnic group. Instead, it stresses that all land belongs to God, and that people are mere stewards tasked with upholding justice. Where the Bible’s conquest narratives were used by Zionists to justify displacement, the Qur’an condemns aggression and commands believers to protect the oppressed, not expel them:


“Do not drive people out of their homes... for God does not love the aggressors.” (Qur’an 2:190–191)


Under this moral lens, the Zionist project’s forced expulsions, massacres, and destruction of villages directly contradict divine principles. It also stands in contrast to the centuries of Muslim governance under which Jewish communities lived safely, from Andalusia to the Ottoman Empire.

This Qur’anic ethos was exemplified in 1492, when Sultan Bayezid II of the Ottoman Empire welcomed thousands of Jewish refugees fleeing the Spanish Inquisition. Bayezid is recorded as mocking the Spanish monarchs for “impoverishing their country and enriching mine.” The Jewish communities of Istanbul, Salonica, and Safed flourished for centuries afterward, enjoying religious autonomy under the Ottoman millet system — a living refutation of the Zionist claim that Jews could only be safe in an ethnically exclusive state.

Zionism’s Betrayal of Jewish Ethical Traditions

MANY JEWISH SCHOLARS and rabbis themselves denounced Zionism as a betrayal of Jewish moral teachings. Prominent Orthodox groups like the Neturei Karta argued that Jewish law forbids establishing sovereignty in the Holy Land by force before the divinely appointed time. Others warned that turning Judaism into nationalism would erode its ethical soul.

Their fears proved justified. In the drive to build a Jewish state, Zionist militias in 1948 expelled over 750,000 Palestinians, destroyed more than 500 villages, and erased centuries of shared heritage. Ancient mosques, churches, and cemeteries were demolished or repurposed. Palestinian libraries and archives were looted to erase the memory of the people being displaced. This was not religious redemption — it was settler-colonial erasure.

By couching this campaign in biblical imagery, Zionist leaders revictimized the Palestinians while also distorting Judaism itself. They transformed the biblical heritage of justice into a political weapon of conquest, violating the very commandments they claimed to honor.
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Judaism condemns Israel's atrocities - Orthodox Jews participating in a the Al Quds Day rally in London, UK  Source commons.wikimedia.org

Why This Distinction Matters

FRAMING ZIONISM AS a religious movement creates the false impression that opposing it is opposing Judaism or Jewish people — a claim used to silence criticism. But when seen for what it is — a European colonial project cloaked in biblical symbolism — the moral and legal critique becomes clear.

This distinction also matters because it reveals how the Palestinian struggle is not a religious war between Muslims and Jews, but an anti-colonial struggle for justice and liberation, supported by many Jewish voices who reject Zionism. It re-centers the conversation away from fabricated religious conflict and back onto the real issue: the ongoing colonization and dispossession of an indigenous people.
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Chapter 11. The Eclipse of Qur’anic Islam and the Rise of Secular Ideologies
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Introduction: From Revelation to Ritual
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A Madrasa during the early Ottoman era, a scholar is teaching Quran to the children.

For over a millennium, the Qur’an served as the driving force behind the Muslim world’s intellectual, social, and political vitality. It inspired systems of justice, economic fairness, and pluralistic coexistence, which enabled the rise of civilizations from Andalusia to Central Asia. But by the late Ottoman era, much of this vitality had faded. The Qur’an was no longer approached as a living guide for governance, ethics, and societal structure. Instead, it became largely confined to ritual recitation, disconnected from real-world application.

After the emergence of Islam, study circles in mosques were formed for Muslims who sought out religious education. Over the next few centuries, high officials, rulers and wealthy members of the community founded additional centres of learning in libraries. Their donations slowly amounted to the establishment of separate institutions, solely set up for academic purposes. These were soon to be known as madrasas.

By the 11th century, madrasas became well-established educational institutions within the Islamic world globally with paid educators, publicly assigned buildings and scholars who were given living quarters and a salary for their work. Students received free education and were provided with residence. The primary function of madrasas was to teach Qur’an and the sacred law, however calculation, poetry, history and grammar were also taught. At higher grades, students were taught more advanced subjects such as arithmetic and literary subjects.

Following its successful integration in Muslim society, madrasas had expanded quickly, spreading literacy as far as Mongolia, Russia, India, the Chinese plains and the Malay Archipelago.
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Some of the most notable Islamic scholars who attended madrasas include:


●  Al-Ghazali: A pivotal figure in Islamic theology, known for his critique of Aristotelian philosophy. 




●  Avicenna (Ibn Sina): A renowned physician and philosopher who made significant contributions to medicine and science. 




●  Averroes (Ibn Rushd): A prominent philosopher and theologian who made significant contributions to Islamic philosophy and science. 
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THESE SCHOLARS WERE among the many who attended madrasas, which were centers for higher learning and education in the Islamic world. They played a crucial role in the transmission of knowledge and the cultivation of scholarly talent during the Islamic Golden Age.
Muslim societies turned away from its call to establish justice and resist oppression. As this intellectual and spiritual decline set in, foreign ideologies—secular nationalism, capitalism, socialism, and eventually Zionism—found fertile ground to take root. The eclipse of Qur’anic Islam left a vacuum that external powers and internal elites eagerly filled.

Abandoning the Book: Intellectual Decline in the Late Ottoman Era

BY THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, the Ottoman Empire had entered a state of stagnation and fragmentation. The madrasa system, once a hub of scientific and philosophical innovation, had become rigid and dogmatic. Instead of producing scholars who engaged the Qur’an as a dynamic source of legal and social transformation, it produced legalists who repeated old commentaries without question.

Prominent Ottoman intellectuals of the era noted this decline. Namık Kemal lamented that “our minds are chained to imitation while the Europeans are driven by inquiry.” Similarly, reformer Jamal al-Din al-Afghani warned that Muslim nations had become “slaves to routine, lacking the spirit of ijtihad [independent reasoning] that once raised them to glory.”

While the Qur’an calls humanity to “reflect,” “ponder,” and “enjoin justice,” it was being treated merely as a text of blessings to be recited at funerals and ceremonies. This hollowing out of its message weakened the Muslim world from within, even before Western colonial powers attacked from without.

The Turn to the West: Tanzimat, Young Turks, and Secular Nationalism

AS EUROPE SURGED AHEAD with industrial and scientific revolutions, Ottoman elites responded not by reviving Qur’anic principles, but by importing Western ideologies wholesale. The Tanzimat reforms (1839–1876) marked the first major pivot. Laws, administration, and education were increasingly modeled on French and British systems, often sidelining Islamic jurisprudence altogether.

By the early 1900s, the Young Turks rose to power on a platform of secular Turkish nationalism, displacing the empire’s centuries-old Islamic identity. The caliphate became symbolic, while real authority moved to a secular parliament. Religion was cast as an obstacle to progress, and loyalty shifted from the universal Muslim community to the ethnic nation-state.

This turn was decisive. While the Qur’an warns against division and calls for unity upon truth, Muslims were now embracing the Western notion of fragmented national identities—Turkish, Arab, Albanian, Bosnian—competing within and against each other. In this atmosphere, colonial powers exploited nationalist ambitions to carve up the Muslim world. Zionist leaders like Theodor Herzl found new opportunities, negotiating with these secularizing Ottoman officials to secure footholds in Palestine.

The Rise of Zionism Amid Muslim Disunity

WHILE THE MUSLIM WORLD fractured, Zionism rose with remarkable coordination and purpose. Unlike the divided Muslim elite, early Zionists fused European nationalism with colonial methods and presented themselves as modernizers. They spoke the language of European diplomacy, finance, and science—while the Ottoman bureaucracy debated linguistic reforms and internal rivalries.

Herzl’s diaries record his outreach to Sultan Abdulhamid II offering to “relieve the empire’s debts” in exchange for Jewish settlement rights in Palestine. Abdulhamid refused on religious and moral grounds, declaring: “I will not sell a foot of land from the homeland of Islam.” Yet while he resisted, the Ottoman elite surrounding him grew increasingly secular and pliant, and after his removal in 1909, Zionist immigration surged under Young Turk policies.

Zionist lobbying in Europe aligned with Britain’s and France’s imperial goals, culminating in the 1917 Balfour Declaration promising a “national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine—a land still under Ottoman rule at the time. The Muslim world, disunited and spiritually hollow, offered little effective resistance.

Modern Echoes: A Tradition Without the Qur’an

THIS PATTERN DID NOT end with the Ottoman collapse. In many modern Muslim societies, religion survives as cultural tradition but not as Qur’anic revolution. Governments enforce rituals yet ignore the Qur’an’s demands for justice, equity, and resistance to tyranny. Wealthy elites ally with Western powers while reciting scripture they do not implement.

Meanwhile, Zionism matured into a settler-colonial state armed by Western empires. Muslim regimes issue statements but take no meaningful action to defend Gaza or liberate Palestine, mirroring the same decay that allowed the Balfour Declaration to succeed a century ago.

Muhammad Asad, a Jewish convert to Islam and early 20th-century thinker, once warned:


“We have turned Islam into a habit and forgotten it is meant to be a force.”


Until Muslims return to the Qur’an not as heritage but as a living constitution, they will remain spectators as others redraw their lands and futures.

Muslim civilizational collapse through abandoning Qur’anic Islam

Mosques of Marble, Hearts of Stone

The Hollow Grandeur of Modern Muslim Nations While Gaza Burns
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ÇAMLICA REPUBLIC MOSQUE as seen from the Bosporus.
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QUBA MOSQUE BUILT IN life timeof last messenger of God, Mohammed in Medina. By Unknown author - pre-Saudi Arabian postcard., Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org

From Humble Mosque to Monumental Showpiece

THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD ﷺ and his companions built their first mosque in Madinah from mud bricks and palm trunks. It had no domes, no chandeliers, no marble—yet it became the center of justice, learning, solidarity, and liberation. From that simple structure, an entire civilization was uplifted.

In stark contrast, many Muslim nations today pour billions into constructing gigantic palatial mosques—often adorned with gold-plated calligraphy, imported marble, and massive crystal chandeliers—while the teachings of the Qur’an are sidelined. These architectural spectacles impress tourists and politicians, yet they rarely nurture the kind of Qur’an-centered transformation that shaped early Muslim society.

What is more troubling is how these grand mosques are decorated with the names of Allah and Muhammad placed side by side on the walls, as if to elevate a servant to the level of the Creator. The Qur’an strictly commands that all glory and worship belong to Allah alone (Qur’an 72:18, 112:1–4). Yet such displays blur the distinction between the Divine and His Messenger, fostering emotional veneration of the Prophet instead of obedience to his mission of delivering the Qur’an and establishing justice.

The Friday Sermons That Lull, Not Awaken

INSIDE THESE OPULENT mosques, Friday khutbahs often function as sedatives, not catalysts. Imams avoid confronting injustice, corruption, or tyranny—choosing instead generic moral platitudes about patience and obedience to rulers. This directly contradicts the Qur’anic mission of prophets: to awaken people from complacency and challenge oppressors.

In the Qur’an, prophets are described as “those who enjoin what is right, forbid what is wrong, and establish justice among people” (Qur’an 7:157, 57:25). But today’s sermons are designed to pacify populations, not mobilize them. They praise kings and presidents, never question their alliances with colonial powers, and rarely mention the ongoing genocide in Gaza.

As a result, while millions gather each week under the domes of these monumental mosques, they disperse unchanged, silent as their brothers and sisters are slaughtered in Palestine.

Emevi Islam vs Qur’anic Islam: From Resistance to Obedience

THIS SPECTACLE-BASED religiosity echoes what many historians call “Emevi Islam” (Umayyad-style Islam)—a version that emerged after the Prophet’s death when ruling dynasties turned Islam into a state religion serving their power. The Umayyads shifted Islam from a revolutionary movement of justice and equality into a political tool for legitimizing monarchy, silencing dissent, and enforcing obedience.

This transformation continues today:


●  Worship is emphasized while justice is neglected.

●  Loyalty to rulers is framed as faith, while speaking against oppression is labeled sedition.

●  Historical myths are repeated, while the Qur’an is scarcely read or understood in its meaning.


This “Emevi Islam” suppresses the very spirit of the Qur’an that once liberated the oppressed. It has filled the Muslim world with millions of mosques, yet left it defenseless against Zionist settler-colonialism, Western imperialism, and internal tyranny.
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As a traditional Islamic practice, muslims write the names of Allah the almighty and the last messenger of Allah together on the walls of most mosques globally which is considered as inapproprite and a great wrong by Allah in his book. 

[image: IMG_256]

Rising the last messenger of Allah to the rank of the “habib - lover” of llah by late Muslims after the death of the Prophets, which is forbiden by llah the almighty.  

The Great Irony: Billions for Domes, Silence for Gaza

THE BITTER IRONY IS impossible to miss: while Gaza’s mosques are reduced to rubble by Israeli bombs, wealthy Muslim regimes compete to build the “largest” or “most expensive” mosque as a symbol of national pride.

Türkiye showcases the Çamlıca Mosque in Istanbul, designed to rival the world’s largest cathedrals, yet remains politically as well as militarly silent on Palestine.

Gulf monarchies spend fortunes on mosques lined with gold and Swarovski chandeliers, while simultaneously signing normalization deals and security pacts with Israel.

Meanwhile, millions of Muslim children grow up without ever understanding the Qur’an in their own language. They can recite it melodiously but are never taught its meaning—especially its commands to resist tyranny, establish justice, and defend the oppressed.

This is the essence of the Muslim world’s current tragedy: mosques without mission, worship without justice, beauty without truth. The Qur’an has been turned into ornamentation, while its liberating power is buried under marble and gold.

[image: IMG_256]Ruins of a bombed mosque in Khan Yunus in Gaza. 

Reviving the Prophet’s Mission

THE PROPHET ﷺ DID NOT build golden mosques; he built courageous believers. He transformed society by reviving minds and hearts with the Qur’an—not by dazzling their eyes with architecture. Until Muslim nations redirect their wealth from building monuments to building minds, they will remain powerless spectators of their own humiliation.


“Indeed, Allah does not change the condition of a people until they change what is in themselves.”
— Qur’an 13:11

Real victory will come not from minarets scraping the sky but from hearts rooted in the Qur’an. This is the path to ending not only Zionist oppression but all oppression.

The Monumental Mosque Obsession: Ornamentation Without Transformation
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In the early community of the Prophet Muhammad, the mosque was never a symbol of grandeur or material glory. The first mosque in Madinah — Masjid al-Nabawi — was built from mud bricks, palm trunks, and thatch. It had no minaret, no marble, no chandeliers, and no domes. Its function was not as a monument but as a living community center: a place where people gathered to learn the Qur’an, administer justice, feed the hungry, care for orphans, and mobilize to protect the oppressed. It embodied the Qur’anic principle of taqwā (God-consciousness) and ‘adl (justice) rather than spectacle or prestige.

Over the centuries, however, as Muslim societies became deeply entangled with monarchic dynasties and worldly empires, this ethos shifted. Faith was replaced with ceremony, and justice with display. Especially under the Umayyads and Abbasids, mosques began to symbolize the rulers’ power. Domes grew larger, minarets soared higher, and gold leaf and calligraphy adorned every wall — yet the Qur’anic spirit of critical thought, compassion, and accountability faded from daily life. This marked the beginning of the transformation of Islam as lived justice into Islam as cultural identity.

In the modern era, this tendency has reached extremes. Nations compete to build gigantic mosques costing hundreds of millions of dollars, decorated with gold-plated ornaments, colossal marble pillars, imported Italian granite, and massive crystal chandeliers. These structures often stand as symbols of national pride and tourist attraction, while their spiritual and social functions remain minimal.

A Painful Irony: Millions of Mosques, Yet No Voice for the Oppressed
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INTERIOR OF THE SHEIKH Zaid Mosque in Abu Dhabi. Cindy Kiro at the mosque.4-karat gold-plated chandeliers, Swarovski crystals, Italian marble — a palace-like monument.Source commons.wikimedia.org. 

Today the Muslim world has millions of mosques, some capable of holding over 100,000 worshippers at once, yet these mosques are largely silent in the face of oppression, tyranny, and genocide. They do not mobilize the community to defend the oppressed in Palestine, Yemen, Sudan, or Xinjiang. They do not challenge the corrupt rulers who steal from the poor, imprison the righteous, or collaborate with colonial powers. Instead, they often serve to calm the masses with ritual rather than awaken them with truth.

Friday sermons (khutbahs) frequently avoid addressing injustice or naming oppressors, instead focusing on abstract morality or personal piety, which — while valuable — becomes an escape from confronting real-world injustice. In many states, the content of sermons is even dictated by government ministries, ensuring they never challenge the status quo.

This represents a profound betrayal of the Prophet’s mission. Muhammad’s own mosque was not an isolated place for personal rituals; it was a headquarters of social revolution, where the oppressed found protection and where the arrogant oppressors were confronted.

The Forbidden Glorification of Names and Icons

ADDING TO THE IRONY is the common practice of inscribing “Allāh” and “Muhammad” side by side on mosque walls, often in massive gold calligraphy. This contradicts the Qur’anic command to never associate anyone with God (shirk), and it falsely elevates the Messenger to near-divine status. The Prophet himself strictly rejected any glorification of his name or image. Yet in many mosques, his name is placed at the same visual level as God’s Name — sometimes even larger — teaching generations of Muslims to revere the Prophet as an icon rather than follow his mission.

This iconization of Muhammad is part of the wider transition from Qur’anic Islam to Emewi-style “traditional religion” — a faith focused on rituals, personalities, and monuments rather than the living Book of God. It nurtures emotional reverence without moral action, and decorative faith without ethical struggle.

Turkiye as a Case Study

MODERN TURKEY EMBODIES this contradiction starkly. In recent years, the state has invested billions in constructing monumental mosques with colossal domes and ornate interiors. The Çamlıca Mosque in Istanbul, for example, is one of the largest in the world, built with lavish Ottoman-style architecture, towering minarets, and gold-adorned ceilings. Yet while the state promotes these monuments as symbols of “Islamic revival,” it simultaneously maintains close military, economic, and diplomatic ties with Israel, even as Gaza bleeds under siege and bombardment.

Instead of producing a society rooted in Qur’anic ethics, these grand mosques serve as backdrops for nationalist propaganda and mass rituals that pacify dissent. They project the image of religiosity while leaving the population spiritually disempowered and politically docile — exactly the opposite of the Qur’anic goal of awakening minds and liberating the oppressed.

Empty Monuments versus Living Qur’anic Communities

THIS OBSESSION WITH monumental mosques masks a deep spiritual crisis. The Qur’an never commands the building of magnificent mosques; rather, it warns that even if the structures are beautiful, “God accepts only from the righteous” (Qur’an 5:27) and that those who obstruct the remembrance of God in His mosques are the real destroyers of them (Qur’an 2:114).

The true task is to rebuild the community’s minds and hearts upon the Qur’an: to teach, think, question, organize, and act for justice. Only then will mosques return to being launchpads of moral revolution instead of showpieces of forgotten faith.

What do Islamic philosophers say about the wicked luxury 

Ali Shariati (Iranian sociologist and Islamic reformer)
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“Today our mosques have become decorated shells — they no longer awaken, they only anesthetize.”
(From his lecture “Religion vs. Religion”)
Mohammad Asad (Austro-Hungarian Muslim scholar)

[image: IMG_256]

“The mosque has ceased to be a center of life and has become a monument to death — death of thought, death of action.”

Ibn Khaldun (14th-century historian)
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“When the religion becomes a tool for kingship, its essence is lost and only its outward form remains.”

Fazlur Rahman (20th-century Qur’anic scholar)
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“Islam’s decline came when Muslims replaced the living moral power of the Qur’an with ritual, legalism, and cultural pride.”

Abandoning the Qur’an: The Vacuum That Empowered Colonialism
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The crumbling of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent collapse of Islamic political unity cannot be understood merely as the outcome of external aggression. It was equally the result of an inner decay — a spiritual and intellectual abandonment of the Qur’an. Over centuries, Muslim rulers and scholars shifted their focus from the Qur’an’s direct guidance to rigid scholastic traditions, palace-sanctioned dogma, and rote rituals. This hollowing out of the original ethical and revolutionary force of Islam created a vacuum — and into this vacuum rushed the ideologies of the modern West.

From the final decades of the Ottoman state, the signs were clear. The Qur’an was no longer treated as a living, legislative force capable of shaping society and holding rulers accountable. Instead, it was recited ceremonially at inaugurations, displayed in glass cases, and invoked to sanctify the power of sultans — even as their policies contradicted its values. Bureaucrats trained in French law, ministers educated in Paris, and Young Turk officers reading Rousseau and Voltaire began to envision progress not as justice rooted in divine ethics, but as imitation of Europe. The Tanzimat reforms promised modernization but often brought only European-style bureaucracy, foreign debt, and legal systems that undermined Shari‘a-based justice. The moral link between ruler and ruled — once central to the Ottoman-Qur’anic ethic — frayed.

This intellectual drift left Muslim lands vulnerable when European imperial powers advanced. As colonial officials, missionaries, and bankers carved spheres of influence across the Middle East, they found little resistance among elites who already viewed Western systems as superior. In this way, the colonization of Muslim minds preceded the colonization of Muslim lands. The British and French could impose legal codes, redraw borders, and claim protectorates over Muslim populations not simply by force, but by presenting their methods as the inevitable future — and by exploiting Muslim elites’ loss of confidence in their own revelation.

The ideological vacuum also allowed entirely alien movements to germinate within the heart of the Muslim world. Nationalism replaced the Qur’anic concept of the community; capitalism eroded the communal ethics of zakat and social justice; secularism relegated divine sovereignty to ceremonial symbolism. Into this ideological chaos, Zionism found fertile ground. It grew not because it was inherently stronger than Islam, but because Islam’s guardians had ceased to guard it. Ottoman officials who granted land concessions to Zionist settlers in Palestine, or Arab tribal leaders who signed secret understandings with British agents, acted not as heirs of the Qur’an but as local replicas of European client rulers. They sought personal status over collective duty.

This process never ended with the Ottoman collapse. The so-called independence of modern Muslim states largely preserved the colonial structures implanted in their societies: imported civil codes, Western banking systems based on interest, artificial borders cutting through older cultural and tribal continuities, military doctrines copied from European academies, and secular education systems that sidelined the Qur’an as an ethical framework. Even now, most Muslim governments operate as custodians of post-colonial state machines rather than as stewards of an community united under divine law. Their silence and complicity during the genocide in Gaza are not aberrations — they are the predictable outcome of having replaced Qur’anic values with the priorities of Western diplomacy and finance.

Historical voices warned of this transformation. The 19th-century Algerian scholar and anti-colonial leader Emir Abdelkader lamented that Muslims were “losing the Qur’an while still reciting it.” A century later, thinkers like Muhammad Asad and Ali Shariati called for a return to the Qur’an as a living charter, not a decorative relic. Their warnings were largely ignored. Mosques multiplied, but justice withered. Ceremonies flourished, but conscience died. And so, the ideological vacuum has persisted — filled by nationalism, capitalism, authoritarianism, and most destructively, submission to the global empire of capital that shelters Zionism.

Today, as Palestinian children are slaughtered and their cities erased, this vacuum stands exposed. Millions of Muslims march in protest, yet their governments submit to the same Western powers arming the genocide. This is not because Islam failed, but because Muslims failed Islam — because they let the Qur’an become a book of chants rather than a constitution of justice. Until this vacuum is filled again with the living Word of God, Muslim societies will remain vulnerable to whatever new ideology Western empires engineer — whether it bears the name Zionism, liberalism, or something yet to be named.
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Chapter 12 — The Silence of the Muslim World: Complicity Through Fragmentation
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Introduction: From One Body to Broken Pieces

The Messenger of God once described the community as a single body — if one limb is wounded, the entire body trembles with fever. Yet today, as Gaza is flattened by bombs and its children starve in open-air camps, the rest of the Muslim world sits motionless. No fever rises. No body shudders.

This silence is not accidental, nor is it born from helplessness. It is the result of more than a century of deliberate fragmentation, political colonization, intellectual stagnation, and moral collapse within the Muslim world.

While Western powers draw blood from Muslim lands and protect the Zionist settler project, most Muslim governments respond with hollow speeches, symbolic aid trucks, and trade deals signed in the shadows with Israel and its allies.

This is not the community Muhammad ﷺ envisioned. This is a broken body, and Gaza is the wound it no longer feels.

The Legacy of Colonial Partition

THE SILENCE OF TODAY cannot be understood without recalling the shattering of the Ottoman Caliphate. The Sykes–Picot Agreement (1916) carved the Ottoman Arab provinces into artificial borders. Britain and France installed compliant monarchs, military rulers, and colonial administrators who had no loyalty to the community — only to the empires that put them in power.

These colonial implants were designed not to protect Palestine, nor to defend the oppressed, but to guard Western interests. When Palestine was stolen in 1948, these fragmented states failed to unite. They failed again in 1967. And they fail again today because they were never meant to succeed as a united front.

They were engineered to be isolated fiefdoms, guarding palaces, not peoples. The community’s silence today is not weakness — it is programmed obedience to colonial architecture.

The Long Record of Muslim Suffering — and Muslim Silence

THE ZIONIST GENOCIDE in Gaza is not the first time the community has been tested — and failed. In the last century alone, Muslim peoples have endured repeated massacres and genocides, often in front of the world’s eyes:

Bosnia (1992–1995): Over 8,000 Muslim men and boys were slaughtered in Srebrenica while UN “peacekeepers” stood aside. NATO and Western powers delayed intervention until mass graves were full. Most Muslim states offered little more than condolences.
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NORTHERN CYPRUS (1974): A Muslim community caught between Greek nationalism and Western political games. Today, Northern Cyprus remains internationally isolated, treated as illegitimate, while the broader Muslim world has largely abandoned it.
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MARATHA, SANTALARIS massacre (Murataga)committed by Greek cyriots EOKAB. Source Fair use, https://en.wikipedia.org

Palestine (1948–present): From the Nakba to the siege of Gaza, Muslim governments have done little beyond speeches. Egypt collaborates to blockade Gaza. Jordan arrests protestors waving the Palestinian flag. The UAE signs economic normalization agreements with Israel.

Post-9/11 Wars: The U.S. and its allies invaded Afghanistan and Iraq under the banner of the “War on Terror,” killing over 4.5 million Muslims directly and indirectly. Cities were reduced to rubble. Generations were orphaned. And most Muslim governments quietly cooperated or stayed silent.

Syria (2011–present): What began as a popular uprising became a battlefield for foreign powers. Over 500,000 dead, millions displaced, largely under the brutal bombardment of Bashar al-Asad’s regime — yet Muslim states either backed Asad or exploited the chaos for their own interests.

Yemen, Sudan, Libya, Somalia: Muslim-on-Muslim wars tear nations apart while the rest of the community watches in cold detachment, preoccupied with trade and prestige projects.

Each of these wounds should have shaken the community like a body struck with fever. Instead, the Muslim world stood numb, each regime guarding its borders while the community bled.

The Manufactured Monster: ISIS and the Expansion of Islamophobia

AFTER THE DEVASTATION of Iraq, the U.S. and its intelligence agencies helped give rise to ISIS, an organization that presented itself as Islamic but functioned as a weapon against Muslims. Declassified U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency documents (2012) revealed that Washington knew extremist groups were forming in Syria and welcomed their emergence to destabilize the region.

ISIS slaughtered Muslims, destroyed mosques, enslaved Yazidis, and declared Muslims who opposed them as apostates. Their barbarity became a global media spectacle, carefully broadcast to equate Islam with savagery. This served two purposes:


●  It justified deeper Western military presence in Muslim lands.

●  It fueled Islamophobia worldwide, portraying Muslims as terrorists and thus making Palestinian resistance seem illegitimate.


While this CIA-enabled project unfolded, most Muslim regimes either stayed silent or used ISIS as a pretext to suppress their own Islamic movements, strengthening their grip on power while helping the West paint Islam as a threat.

And as this engineered monstrosity murdered Muslims from Syria to Libya, millions of Muslims watched in horror — yet remained silent. They played victims of Western prejudice while avoiding the harder question: why has the community become so vulnerable to infiltration, division, and manipulation?

The Role of Internal Decay and Religious Deviation

THE EXTERNAL ASSAULTS succeeded only because the internal foundations of the community had already been hollowed.

For centuries after the death of the Prophet Muhammad, Muslims gradually abandoned the living guidance of the Qur’an and replaced it with man-made traditions, sectarian doctrines, and cultural rituals. Instead of treating the Qur’an as the Book to govern life, they confined it to ceremonial recitation, memorization without understanding, and decorative calligraphy on walls.

The message was abandoned, and the form was worshipped.

This decay reached its peak in the last two centuries, when Muslim elites turned their faces toward Western ideologies — nationalism, secularism, capitalism — while presenting Islam as mere ritual and identity. The Ottomans in their final decades embraced European political forms and neglected Qur’anic renewal, paving the way for their collapse.

This “traditional Islam” became a hollow shell, used by kings and clerics to keep the masses quiet while the Qur’an’s call to justice and resistance was buried under gold leaf and chandeliers.

Golden Mosques and Silent Minbars

TODAY, MUSLIM NATIONS race to build gigantic mosques adorned with crystal chandeliers, marble domes, and gold-plated calligraphy. They inscribe “Allah” and “Muhammad” side by side on the walls — a practice never commanded by God and dangerously close to elevating the Messenger to God’s level, which the Qur’an warns against.

Inside these grand mosques, Friday sermons lull people to sleep with tales of ritual piety while avoiding the Qur’an’s urgent commands to resist oppression and defend the oppressed.

The irony is brutal:


●  These same mosques collapse under Western missiles in Gaza, Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan.

●  Their golden domes shatter while the people who built them cannot defend a single orphan.

●  The very mosques built as symbols of identity become tombs for a dead conscience.


Traditional Islam is collapsing — not because of Western bombs, but because it abandoned the Qur’an’s living guidance, replacing it with ceremonial displays and obedience to tyrants. God has exposed the hollowness of these palaces of piety.

The CIA, Israel, and the Colonized Muslim Mind

MEANWHILE, Western intelligence agencies — especially the CIA — operate hand-in-hand with loyal agents embedded within Muslim regimes to protect Israel’s supremacy in the region.


●  U.S. intelligence has helped neutralize Islamic movements across the Middle East.

●  Arab dictators are armed and funded as long as they preserve Israel’s security architecture.

●  Surveillance technologies from Israel are exported to Muslim governments to monitor and suppress their own people.


The Muslim regimes know: if they resist, they will be overthrown. And so they obey.

This has created an entire ruling class of colonized minds — Muslims who speak the language of Islam but serve the strategies of empire.

Conclusion: A Body Numb to Its Own Pain

THE GENOCIDE IN GAZA is not an isolated tragedy. It is the latest link in a century-long chain of massacres, invasions, and betrayals — and it exposes the full collapse of the Muslim world’s collective conscience.

While Western powers bomb, occupy, and divide, the Muslim regimes stay silent, their people distracted, their mosques glittering but hollow, their Qur’an unread and unused.

This silence is not neutrality.
It is complicity born from abandonment of the Qur’an.
Until the Muslim world discards its man-made religious shells and returns to the living guidance of God’s Book, it will continue to be trampled. The community will never rise again by building golden mosques or waving flags — only by reawakening hearts to justice, truth, and unity as commanded in the Qur’an.
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Chapter 13 — The Fragmented Muslim World: Borders, Flags, and False Sovereignty
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Introduction: The Aftermath of Collapse

The fall of the Ottoman Caliphate in 1924 marked a decisive rupture. What had once been a vast moral, political, and spiritual center—however imperfect—was replaced with a mosaic of fragile nation-states designed by colonial cartographers. The so-called “independent” states that emerged were in truth colonial protectorates with new flags. While Western powers exited physically, they stayed embedded economically, militarily, and intellectually.

The community, once envisioned as one body, became amputated limbs scattered across maps. Each new “state” claimed sovereignty, yet remained spiritually hollow and politically subservient. Instead of Qur’anic solidarity, imported nationalism became the organizing principle. This was not an accident—it was the culmination of centuries of planning to ensure no united Muslim power could resist Western imperialism or defend the oppressed, such as the Palestinians.

Carving the Body: From Caliphate to Mandates


●  After World War I, Britain and France partitioned the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire under the secret 1916 Sykes–Picot Agreement. Their goal was clear: to prevent the reemergence of a unified Muslim polity.

●  The League of Nations Mandates over Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and Transjordan created artificial borders with rulers hand-picked by colonial powers.

●  In North Africa, France entrenched control over Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, while Britain dominated Egypt and Sudan.

●  In South Asia, Britain promoted ethnic divisions to weaken anti-colonial movements.


THE RESULT WAS A MAP that bore no resemblance to the cultural, tribal, or religious realities of the region. Where the Qur’an called for unity under justice, the colonial powers imposed division under exploitation.

Archival reference suggestion: British Foreign Office archives on Sykes–Picot, French Mandate decrees, and the San Remo Conference (1920).

Nationalism as a Colonial Weapon


●  Colonial powers cultivated a generation of Western-educated elites who absorbed secular ideologies. These elites returned to rule their homelands with contempt for Qur’anic principles and admiration for European models.

●  Arab Nationalism arose as a response to Ottoman decline, yet it replaced Islamic solidarity with ethnic chauvinism, alienating non-Arabs and enabling the Zionist movement to depict itself as a “national liberation” struggle.

●  Turkish secularism under Mustafa Kemal sought to erase the Ottoman-Islamic heritage, replacing it with aggressive nationalism rooted in Western modernity.

●  Persian monarchism and similar ideologies in Afghanistan and Pakistan mimicked European nation-building, often sidelining Islamic identity as “backward.”


THIS INTELLECTUAL COLONIZATION reframed loyalty. The believer was no longer part of a global community bound by justice; he became a citizen of a flag defined by colonial borders. The Qur’an warned against division—“Do not be divided, and remember the favor of Allah when you were enemies and He united your hearts” (3:103)—yet division became sacred.

Quote:


“Nationalism is a tool for colonialism to divide the colonized.” — Malik Bennabi



Puppet Regimes and Security States

AS FORMAL COLONIALISM waned after World War II, Western powers installed loyal strongmen to rule these new states. These regimes were tasked with suppressing authentic Islamic revival movements while protecting Western economic and geopolitical interests.


●  CIA and MI6 supported monarchies and military dictatorships in Iran, Egypt, Jordan, and the Gulf.

●  These regimes were armed, trained, and funded to suppress any movement that might challenge Israel or Western corporations’ access to resources.

●  Religious institutions were co-opted to pacify populations, preaching obedience to rulers rather than resistance to injustice.


This system created “security states”: their armies pointed inward at their own people, not outward at occupying forces. The Palestinian cause became a slogan, not a mission. Borders became prisons; passports became leashes.

Example: CIA documents show close cooperation with SAVAK (Iran’s secret police) and with Saudi intelligence from the 1950s onward. Arab nationalist leaders like Nasser were tolerated until they defied Western control, after which they were destabilized.

The Psychological Colonization of the community


●  Perhaps the greatest victory of colonialism was not territorial, but psychological. Muslims were conditioned to see themselves as Egyptians, Turks, Jordanians, Pakistanis, Moroccans—never as part of a single community.

●  Textbooks glorified national heroes while erasing centuries of shared Islamic civilization.

●  Colonial languages (English, French) replaced Arabic, Turkish, and Persian as the language of science, governance, and elite culture.

●  Islamic scholarship was marginalized as “obsolete,” while Western political thought was elevated as “universal.”


THIS PSYCHOLOGICAL fragmentation ensured that when Gaza was besieged, Syria collapsed, or Iraq burned, most Muslim-majority states reacted with silence—or hollow statements. Loyalty to flag outweighed loyalty to oppressed brothers and sisters.

Qur’anic contrast: The Qur’an repeatedly emphasizes that believers are one community (49:10), but nationalism severed this bond.

The Legacy: Disunity in the Face of Genocide


●  When Zionist forces expelled Palestinians in 1948 and continued their ethnic cleansing, no united Muslim force came to defend them. Instead:

●  Arab regimes waged half-hearted wars, then signed humiliating peace deals under U.S. pressure.

●  Turkey became a NATO ally, normalizing relations with Israel as early as 1949.

●  Gulf monarchies prioritized oil contracts and arms purchases from the U.S. over the liberation of Al-Quds.

●  After 9/11, many Muslim governments joined the U.S. “War on Terror,” helping invade Afghanistan and Iraq while turning a blind eye to millions of Muslim deaths.


THIS DISUNITY WAS NOT natural—it was engineered. The community was divided into pieces too small to resist and too dependent on Western power to disobey.

Declassified references: U.S. State Department cables on Arab-Israeli peace deals; CIA files on Operation Cyclone in Afghanistan; Pentagon reports on Gulf military alliances.

The below declassified statement shows that U.S. intelligence was aware that extremist groups might be leveraged by Western-aligned states as strategic assets, rather than purely as enemies.

“THE WEST, GULF COUNTRIES, AND TURKEY [WHO] SUPPORT THE [SYRIAN] OPPOSITION ... THERE IS THE POSSIBILITY OF ESTABLISHING A DECLARED OR UNDECLARED SALAFIST PRINCIPALITY IN EASTERN SYRIA (HASAKA AND DER ZOR), AND THIS IS EXACTLY WHAT THE SUPPORTING POWERS ... WANT, IN ORDER TO ISOLATE THE SYRIAN REGIME ...”

www.atour.com/government/usa/20181118a.html?utm_source

From Flags to Faith: Reimagining Unity

TO REVERSE THIS FRAGMENTATION, Muslims must first recognize it. National flags cannot be holy. Borders drawn by colonial hands cannot define who we are. The Qur’an—not nationalism—must be the axis of identity.

Unity does not mean erasing cultures or languages, but aligning them under the justice-centered framework of the Qur’an. This demands:


●  Replacing state propaganda in schools with true history, including colonialism’s crimes.

●  Rebuilding pan-Islamic economic, scientific, and cultural cooperation outside Western dependency.

●  Reestablishing Qur’an-based leadership accountable to the oppressed, not to Western powers.


Until then, the community will remain a collection of divided states—rich in resources, poor in honor.

The Silence of the Muslim World - A Civilizational Void After the Caliphate

WHEN THE OTTOMAN CALIPHATE crumbled in 1924, it left behind not only political fragmentation but also a profound spiritual and intellectual vacuum across the Muslim world. Once united under a transnational system rooted in Qur’anic justice and shared responsibility, Muslim societies were suddenly carved into artificial nation-states by European colonial powers. These newly drawn borders created competing nationalisms that eclipsed Islamic solidarity.

While colonial authorities dismantled centuries-old Islamic educational networks and judicial systems, Muslim elites began imitating Western secular models as the only path to “progress.” This produced Westernized ruling classes who wore the cultural symbols of Islam but no longer upheld its ethos of justice, humility, and collective stewardship. In the words of Pakistani poet-philosopher Muhammad Iqbal:


“The Caliphate has gone, but the spiritual foundations on which it stood are crumbling faster still.”


This ideological rupture left Muslim societies defenseless against external manipulation and internal decay. The unity that had once protected Palestine, Bosnia, and Cyprus under the Ottoman system gave way to competing tribal, ethnic, and sectarian loyalties.

Complicity Through Silence: Bosnia, Palestine, and Beyond

THROUGHOUT THE 20TH and 21st centuries, the absence of unified Muslim political will has repeatedly enabled genocides and occupations. During the Bosnian War (1992–1995), while over 100,000 people—mostly Bosnian Muslims—were slaughtered, most Muslim-majority governments issued little more than statements of concern. Few sent aid or troops; most were content to let the West control the peace process.

In Palestine, decades of occupation, siege, and bombardment have unfolded in full view of Muslim states. Despite the billions of dollars spent on opulent mosques and military parades, these regimes have done almost nothing to break the blockade of Gaza or to demand international justice. UN resolutions condemning Israeli aggression are regularly ignored or undermined by Muslim nations themselves, who seek favor with Western allies instead of solidarity with their own people.

Similarly, when Turkish Cypriots were massacred by Greek nationalist paramilitaries in the 1960s–70s, Muslim governments largely watched silently until Türkiye finally intervened militarily in 1974. The precedent was clear: Muslim blood could be spilled with impunity, and the Muslim world would do nothing.

U.S. Wars, Manufactured Terror, and Muslim Disunity

[image: IMG_256][image: 444394-I-WWK43-670]

US forces invating Afghanistan. War.gov/Photos

THE U.S.-LED INVASIONS of Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003) resulted in the deaths of millions of Muslims under the pretext of fighting terrorism and spreading democracy. Yet leaked documents and declassified CIA archives have since revealed that the U.S. and its allies had long cultivated extremist factions, using them as tools to destabilize the region and justify military presence.

The so-called “Islamic State” (ISIS) emerged from this chaos—funded and armed in its early stages by covert Western and regional actors. It then turned its weapons on Muslim civilians, destroying ancient cities, enslaving Yazidis, and massacring Shia and Sunni Muslims alike. While Western powers claimed to “fight terror,” they often allowed ISIS to grow when it served their geopolitical aims, only striking hard once its purpose was fulfilled.

All the while, most Muslim-majority governments either remained silent or actively cooperated with the U.S.-led campaigns. Instead of confronting the real source of instability—Western imperial policy—they framed their own oppressed populations as threats.

The Theatrics of Piety

IRONICALLY, AS THEIR people bled, many Muslim regimes doubled down on displays of religiosity. They built colossal mosques plated with gold, hung giant crystal chandeliers, and engraved the names of “Allah” and “Muhammad” side by side on every wall—despite the Qur’an’s clear rejection of equating the Messenger with God.

These structures became symbols of hollow pageantry rather than centers of reform. Friday sermons, meant to awaken conscience, were turned into political lullabies. As Iranian thinker Ali Shariati observed:


“They have transformed religion from a dynamic force for justice into a ritual to tranquilize the oppressed.”


This theatrical Islam stood in stark contrast to the austere simplicity of the Prophet Muhammad’s mosque in Medina—a humble structure of mud bricks where judgments were passed, orphans fed, and the oppressed defended.

A House Divided

WHILE WESTERN POWERS coordinated with precision, Muslim states undermined one another. Qatar opposed Egypt, Türkiye opposed Syria, Iran opposed Saudi Arabia, and all courted the favor of Washington, London, or Moscow. The Qur’anic command—“And hold fast, all of you together, to the rope of Allah, and be not divided” (Qur’an 3:103)—was ignored.

The result was a world where Muslims are over 1.9 billion in number but geopolitically irrelevant. Their silence and division enabled the slow strangulation of Gaza, the fall of Baghdad, the dismemberment of Syria, and the humiliation of Afghanistan. The mosques stand tall, but the community they were meant to serve lies broken.
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Chapter 14 — Western Military Dominance: From Colonial Armies to NATO Wars
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The collapse of formal European colonialism after the Second World War did not bring true independence to most of the Muslim world. Instead, Western powers reinvented empire through military alliances, covert operations, and economic dependency. The United States inherited Britain’s role as the primary imperial power in the Middle East and North Africa, while France and Britain continued to interfere through covert means and proxy wars. The new tool of domination became NATO, founded in 1949, originally to counter the Soviet Union—but increasingly deployed far beyond Europe, striking deep into Muslim-majority lands.

From Colonial Garrisons to Cold War Military Blocs

WHEN THE SUN SET ON the British Empire, its colonial barracks were not dismantled—they were simply handed over. The U.S. moved swiftly to replace Britain’s military presence in the Gulf, North Africa, and Eastern Mediterranean, establishing airbases in Libya, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. American oil corporations and military planners worked hand in hand, ensuring secure access to energy resources and strategic sea routes.

The Cold War provided the pretext for a permanent Western military footprint. NATO, though framed as a defensive alliance, repeatedly launched offensive wars beyond its treaty zone, from Korea and Vietnam (with U.S. and British participation) to Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya decades later. These campaigns were marketed as “peacekeeping” or “counterterrorism,” but they consistently targeted resource-rich Muslim nations while ignoring atrocities by Western-backed dictators.

––––––––
[image: ]


The Post–9/11 Military Blitz

[image: IMG_256]

SEPTEMBER 11 ATTACKS in New York City: View of the World Trade Center and the Statue of Liberty. (Image: US National Park Service). wikimedia commons.

The attacks of September 11, 2001 unleashed a new era of Western militarism. Under the banner of the “War on Terror,” the United States and NATO invaded Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003), toppling governments and leaving behind chaos. Between these two wars alone, over a million civilians were killed or displaced, infrastructure was annihilated, and centuries-old social fabrics were shredded.

The Iraq invasion was launched despite global opposition and without UN approval, exposing the hollow nature of the so-called “rules-based international order.” No weapons of mass destruction were ever found, yet Western corporations secured billion-dollar contracts to rebuild what their bombs destroyed.

Western media painted these wars as efforts to bring democracy, while images of torture at Abu Ghraib, secret CIA black sites, and drone strikes on villages told the opposite story: a return to colonial savagery dressed up as humanitarianism.

Libya, Syria, and the Arab Spring Betrayal

[image: IMG_256]PALMARIAS of the Libyan Army, destroyed by French air force near Benghazi, 19 March. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2011_military_intervention_in_Libya

When the Arab Spring uprisings began in 2011, Western governments loudly supported calls for freedom and democracy—while covertly pursuing regime change and chaos. NATO’s bombing of Libya in 2011 destroyed Africa’s most prosperous country, killing thousands and plunging it into permanent civil war.

In Syria, Western and Gulf intelligence agencies funded and armed rebel factions—many with extremist ideologies—to topple Bashar al-Assad. This deliberate fueling of civil war killed over half a million people, displaced half the population, and allowed ISIS to rise.

Declassified U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency documents from 2012 later confirmed that American planners were aware their policies could “create a Salafist principality in eastern Syria”—yet they allowed it to grow because it would weaken Assad.
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RAF Tornado GR4 targeting Libyan tank, 12 April. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2011_military_intervention_in_Libya

Afghanistan: The Longest Occupation

AFGHANISTAN BECAME the graveyard of NATO’s credibility. After two decades of occupation, trillions of dollars spent, and over 200,000 Afghan deaths, the U.S. and its allies fled in August 2021, leaving behind collapsed institutions, hunger, and civil chaos.

The U.S. claimed to fight terrorism but ended up prolonging the very extremism it supposedly opposed, while CIA and military contractors profited from the endless war economy.

Afghans today suffer famine and poverty while $7 billion of their national reserves remain frozen by the U.S., another weapon of economic strangulation.

[image: IMG_256]By U.S. Marine Corps photo by Sgt. Samuel Ruiz - By U.S. Marine Corps photo by Sgt. Samuel Ruiz - https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6797398/afghanistan-evacuation, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=109210229.

Bosnia, Kosovo, and Selective Humanitarianism
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A US ARMY SOLDIER, and a Russian Army soldier, both armed, stand guard at Checkpoint 34A while observing Bosnian Serbian protestors protesting the return of Bosnian Muslims refugees. 1997. commons.wikimedia.org

Even in Europe, NATO applied its force with double standards. In the 1990s, the alliance intervened in Bosnia and Kosovo only after years of ethnic cleansing and genocide against Muslims. The late action saved some lives but revealed how Muslim suffering is tolerated until it threatens Western stability.

Bosniak survivors still testify that NATO watched as Serb forces slaughtered civilians in UN “safe zones” like Srebrenica. The pattern was clear: Muslim lives only matter when geopolitically convenient.

The Rise of Permanent U.S. Bases in Muslim Lands[image: IMG_256]U.S. Soldiers from the 17th Fires Brigade make their way up the reconstructed stairs of the Ziggurat of Ur, Iraq, near Contingency Operating Base Adder, May 18, 2010. commons.wikimedia.org

ACROSS THE MUSLIM WORLD, permanent U.S. military bases now form a network of occupation without colonies. From Qatar’s Al Udeid base (CENTCOM HQ) to Bahrain’s Fifth Fleet, Djibouti’s Camp Lemonnier, and Saudi Arabia’s sprawling airbases, the West exerts direct control over the region’s security architecture.

These bases undermine local sovereignty, prop up authoritarian regimes, and serve as launchpads for drone wars and covert operations from Yemen to Somalia to Pakistan. They are the new colonial forts, planted in Muslim soil with the consent of compliant rulers but against the will of their people.

NATO’s Role in Protecting Israel and Crushing Resistance

BEHIND THESE MILITARY interventions lies an unspoken constant: the protection and empowerment of Israel.
While NATO does not officially list Israel as a member, it maintains “strategic cooperation agreements” with the Israeli military, shares intelligence, and regularly conducts joint naval exercises in the Mediterranean.
Meanwhile, NATO states supply Israel with the fighter jets, missiles, and bombs used on Gaza while blocking UN resolutions against Israeli war crimes. The alliance’s wars in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon all conveniently neutralized states that once supported Palestinian resistance.

[image: IMG_256]Israeli fighter jets with US B-52 bombers during the joint drill | X. www.theweek.in

Türkiye: NATO’s Muslim Member as a Geopolitical Pawn

ONE OF THE MOST STRIKING ironies is the position of Türkiye, the only Muslim-majority country in NATO.
While the European Union repeatedly rejects Türkiye’s membership bid, NATO embraces Türkiye not as a partner of equals, but as a military outpost on the edge of the Muslim world.
Türkiye hosts dozens of NATO facilities, including the İncirlik Air Base, where the U.S. stores nuclear weapons and runs regional missions. During the wars in Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan, NATO and U.S. forces used Turkish soil for air operations, drone campaigns, and covert arms transfers.

Rather than being treated as an ally, Türkiye is used as a proxy force and buffer zone—pressured to host millions of refugees from Western wars while being excluded from the European Union.

This is the central irony:


●  The only Muslim nation in NATO is deployed primarily to invade or destabilize other Muslim nations.

●  Its soldiers and airbases serve NATO’s interests, while its people remain marginalized by the West.


Türkiye’s NATO membership has not protected Muslims from genocide or brought peace to the region. On the contrary, it has helped make Türkiye an accessory—willingly or unwillingly—to the very wars that destroyed its neighbors.

A Military Empire Without a Flag

NATO TODAY OPERATES as a military empire without colonies, without borders, and without accountability. Its wars leave no governors, only ruins and debt.
While claiming to defend freedom, NATO has enslaved entire nations through destruction, reconstruction contracts, and debt dependency.
It is the continuation of colonialism through military technology and financial leverage. From Baghdad to Kabul, from Tripoli to Gaza, the evidence is undeniable: Western military power still rules Muslim lands—only the language of domination has changed.
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Chapter 15: The Neoglobalist Order and the Muslim World — From Proxy to Pawn
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From Colonial Chains to Neoglobalist Leashes

When European colonial empires crumbled after World War II, Muslim nations celebrated independence. Flags rose, anthems played, and constitutions were drafted. Yet beneath the surface, power never truly changed hands.


●  Britain, France, and the Netherlands pulled out their soldiers — but left behind financial systems, legal codes, and puppet elites loyal to Western interests.

●  The United States filled the vacuum, creating a new global network — NATO, the IMF, the World Bank, the UN Security Council — designed to enforce Western dominance under the guise of “international order.”


Former colonies were absorbed as dependent states:


●  They were offered loans that chained their economies through debt.

●  Their militaries were trained by NATO instructors.


Their universities exported Western ideology instead of reviving Qur’anic 

Türkiye: NATO’s Loyal Soldier but Never an Equal

[image: e1-countries-turkey7]

TÜRKIYE ILLUSTRATES this paradox with brutal clarity.


●  Joined NATO in 1952 as the first Muslim-majority member.

●  Allowed the U.S. to build massive military bases such as İncirlik Air Base, used in Cold War surveillance and later for bombing Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan.

●  Deployed tens of thousands of Turkish soldiers under NATO command to Afghanistan, Somalia, Bosnia, and Kosovo.

●  Yet, despite decades of loyalty, Türkiye has been repeatedly rejected from the European Union, branded as “culturally incompatible.”


[image: IMG_256][image: e1-countries-turkey2]H.E. Mr Celâl Bayar, President of the Republic of Türkiye, signs the Instrument of   Accession for Türkiye in Ankara on 18 February 1952
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TÜRKIYE BECAME a sword in Western hands but was never allowed to become part of the Western table. It was instrumentalized as a bridge and buffer — between Europe and the Muslim East, between NATO and the Islamic world.

The irony is painful: the so-called “heir of the Ottomans” reduced to a military subcontractor for wars against its own Muslim brothers.

Muslim Nations as Instruments of Western Strategy
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JIMMY CARTER AND CYRUS Vance meet with Crown Prince Fahd and King Khalid of Saudi Arabia Taken on 3 January 1978. Source Unknown author or not provided. /commons.wikimedia.org

Other Muslim-majority countries were similarly used and discarded:


●  Saudi Arabia: Became the linchpin of the petrodollar system in 1974, guaranteeing global oil sales in U.S. dollars and recycling profits through Western banks. The Kingdom’s ultra-luxury wealth serves Western economies while millions of Muslims remain in poverty.

●  Egypt: After the Camp David Accords (1978), Egypt received billions in U.S. military aid, becoming a proxy stabilizer for Israel. Egyptian troops suppress Palestinians rather than defend them.

●  Pakistan: Used during the Cold War to funnel U.S.-backed fighters into Afghanistan against the Soviets. When the war ended, it was abandoned, left in chaos and terrorism.

●  Gulf states: Built glittering cities but remained politically paralyzed and militarily dependent, importing Western entertainment while banning genuine Islamic awakening.


These nations were never allowed to rise as an independent Islamic bloc. Their wealth and strategic locations were exploited while their intellectual and spiritual capital was deliberately dismantled.

NATO’s Use of Muslim Soldiers to Invade Muslim Lands

NATO OFTEN DEPLOYED Muslim troops to give a veneer of legitimacy to wars on Muslim soil:


●  Afghanistan (2001–2021): Turkish and Jordanian troops guarded NATO bases while U.S. drones bombed villages.

●  Iraq (2003): NATO logistics passed through Turkish airspace and bases, even though public opinion opposed the war.

●  Libya (2011): Qatar provided airbases and funds to NATO warplanes bombing another Muslim nation.


The Weaponization of Culture: Erasing Islamic Identity

WHILE USING MUSLIM armies, the West simultaneously disarmed Muslim minds:


●  Western-funded NGOs and universities reshaped education to glorify secular nationalism and consumerism while erasing Qur’anic ethics from public life.

●  Islamic movements were smeared as “extremist,” while atheistic Western ideology was promoted as progress.

●  Colonial-era laws banning Islamic political organization remained intact in many states.


The goal was not just control of land — but control of memory and identity.

Muslim youth were raised to admire Western pop stars and bankers, not their own prophets and reformers. This silent colonization proved more effective than military conquest.

Türkiye’s Tragic Role: NATO Member, EU Outcast

[image: IMG_256]WORLD LEADERS GATHER for a family photo during the NATO 75th anniversary celebratory event at the Andrew Mellon Auditorium on July 9, 2024 in Washington, DC. (Official State Department Photo by Chuck Kennedy)

Türkiye’s tragedy deepens when seen through this lens:


●  NATO accepts it to use its geography, soldiers, and bases.

●  The EU rejects it, saying it does not share “European values.”

●  The West sells it fighter jets — but blocks it from building its own.

●  It is forced to participate in NATO wars against Muslim lands while watching the EU embrace Greece and Southern Cyprus, who oppress Turks.


The Silent Complicity of Muslim Leaders

WHILE THEIR PEOPLES suffer, Muslim rulers remain silent or complicit:


●  They host Western military bases on sacred soil.

●  They buy golden chandeliers for mosques while allowing Gaza to burn.

●  They fear Western disapproval more than Allah’s wrath.


They recite “community” in speeches yet obey Washington in practice.
This betrayal is framed as pragmatism, but in reality it is submission.
From Proxy to Pawn — A Spiritual Collapse

THE NET RESULT IS CATASTROPHIC:


●  Muslim nations once used as proxies are now mere pawns, unable to defend their people or their faith.

●  They provided troops, oil, and land for Western wars — only to be left divided, indebted, and despised.

●  The Qur’an was abandoned, replaced with empty rituals, nationalism, and materialism.


The Qur’an warned:


“Do not be like those who forgot Allah, so He made them forget themselves.” (59:19)


This is the state of the Muslim world today — powerful mosques but powerless minds, endless flags but no independence, loud prayers but silent conscience.

The Path Back: Reclaiming Qur’anic Sovereignty

THE ONLY ESCAPE FROM this trap is to return to the foundations the Prophet Muhammad built: Qur’an, justice, unity, and truth.
Muslim societies must:

●  Dismantle Western-imposed economic dependence

●  Expel foreign military bases

●  Rebuild education on Qur’anic ethics and knowledge

●  Reject both Western imperialism and false traditionalism


Without this, they will remain tools of the neoglobalist empire, never a free community.
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Chapter 16 — The Gulf Monarchies: Oil, Arms, and Western Hegemony
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The modern Gulf monarchies—Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman—stand as glittering oases of wealth in the desert, flaunting skyscrapers, luxury malls, and lavish lifestyles. Yet behind their glass towers and gold-plated palaces lies a different reality: these states are deeply dependent creations of Western powers, built not to serve their people or the wider Muslim world, but to serve Western geopolitical and economic interests. Their rise and survival have been secured not through popular will or Islamic justice, but through oil wealth, foreign protection, and repression.

From British Protectorates to Western Client States

THE COLLAPSE OF THE Ottoman Caliphate after World War I left the Arabian Peninsula and Gulf region fragmented and vulnerable. Britain quickly moved to fill the void.

Through a series of treaties in the 19th and early 20th centuries, Britain recognized the ruling families of Kuwait (1899), Bahrain (1861), Qatar (1916), and the Trucial States (modern UAE, 1892) as local rulers in exchange for British control over their foreign policy and defense.

In Saudi Arabia, Abdulaziz Ibn Saud unified the territory with British funding and arms during and after World War I. Later, in 1933, he signed a concession granting U.S. oil companies (Standard Oil of California) exclusive exploration rights. This laid the foundation for ARAMCO, the giant oil company that anchored the U.S.-Saudi alliance.

These monarchies were thus born not as independent Islamic states, but as British- and later American-protected principalities, designed to ensure Western access to oil and sea trade routes. Their survival depended not on popular legitimacy, but on imperial backing.

Oil Wealth and the Petrodollar Trap

THE DISCOVERY OF OIL in the 1930s transformed the Gulf from a region of pearl divers and nomads into the heart of the global energy system. But this wealth came at a price.

After the 1973 oil embargo, the U.S. struck a deal with Saudi Arabia to price oil exclusively in U.S. dollars. This created the petrodollar system, forcing all nations to hold U.S. currency to buy oil, which reinforced American financial supremacy.

In return, Gulf states were required to reinvest their oil profits in U.S. Treasury bonds, banks, and real estate, effectively sending their wealth back to America.

This arrangement locked the Gulf monarchies into a cycle of economic dependency: they sell oil for dollars, buy Western weapons with those dollars, and deposit their surplus back into Western banks. Their wealth is vast yet fragile, because it exists within an American-controlled system that could collapse if they challenge it.

Arms Deals: Feeding Western Military Industries

THE GULF STATES BECAME some of the largest buyers of Western arms in history. U.S. presidents and British prime ministers frequently appear in photo-ops shaking hands with Gulf rulers as they sign arms contracts worth hundreds of billions of dollars.


●  Saudi Arabia alone has purchased over $150 billion in U.S. weapons since 2000, including F-15 fighter jets, Patriot missile systems, and tanks.

●  The UAE has bought F-16 jets, advanced drones, and missile defense systems worth tens of billions.

●  Qatar signed a deal for $12 billion in U.S. fighter jets in 2017, while also buying French Rafale aircraft.


These deals enrich American and European arms industries while tying the Gulf militaries technologically to Western suppliers. The Gulf states cannot maintain or operate their militaries without Western contractors, ensuring perpetual dependence.

Wars That Serve the West, Not Muslims

DESPITE THEIR VAST arsenals, the Gulf militaries have rarely defended Muslim populations from aggression. Instead, they are used to serve Western strategic goals or crush dissent:


●  Yemen: Saudi Arabia and the UAE launched a devastating war in 2015, backed by U.S. intelligence and weapons. It created one of the world’s worst humanitarian disasters while achieving no victory.

●  Bahrain 2011: When Bahrainis rose up demanding democracy during the Arab Spring, Saudi troops invaded to crush the protests, with Western silence.

●  Syria and Libya: Gulf states funneled weapons and money to armed groups, many later linked to extremists, helping plunge those nations into chaos.

●  U.S. invasions: None of the Gulf states opposed the U.S. invasions of Iraq (2003) or Afghanistan (2001); instead, they hosted U.S. military bases used to bomb fellow Muslim nations.


These actions expose the reality that Gulf militaries are not protectors of the community but extensions of Western strategy.

U.S. and Western Military Bases in the Gulf

THE U.S. HAS ENTRENCHED its military presence across the Gulf:


●  Bahrain hosts the U.S. Navy’s Fifth Fleet headquarters.

●  Qatar hosts Al Udeid Air Base, the largest U.S. base in the Middle East.

●  Kuwait hosts tens of thousands of U.S. troops as a staging ground for Iraq.

●  Saudi Arabia and UAE host U.S. and British air bases and logistics hubs.


These bases ensure that no Gulf government can act independently without risking removal. The monarchs rule under the shadow of Western firepower.

Political Repression Under Western Protection

WESTERN GOVERNMENTS praise Gulf rulers as “modernizers” while ignoring their authoritarian repression:


●  Political parties are banned across the Gulf.

●  Criticism of rulers is criminalized; activists, journalists, and even clerics are jailed or exiled.

●  Freedom of speech, religion, and assembly are tightly controlled.


The monarchs maintain stability not through popular support or Islamic justice, but through surveillance, censorship, and fear. Western powers tolerate this repression because it guarantees “stability” for oil flows and military bases.

Religious Hypocrisy and Betrayal of Palestine

THE GULF RULERS CLAIM to defend Islam as guardians of the holy mosques, yet their actions betray Muslim causes:


●  They remained silent or complicit during the U.S.-led wars on Iraq and Afghanistan, which killed millions of Muslims.

●  They normalized relations with Israel (UAE, Bahrain, and later Saudi Arabia moving toward it) despite Israel’s continuing occupation and genocide against Palestinians.

●  They funded proxy groups to destabilize other Muslim nations rather than unite them on Qur’anic justice.


This hypocrisy has discredited their religious image. They embody wealth and luxury while neglecting Qur’anic justice, unity, and resistance against oppression.

Thrones Built on Sand

THE GULF MONARCHIES appear powerful, yet they are politically fragile:


●  Their economies depend entirely on oil prices controlled by global markets.

●  Their militaries rely on foreign technology and expertise.

●  Their legitimacy is thin, resting on repression and foreign backing rather than popular will.


They are Islamic in image but Western in structure, rich in wealth but bankrupt in independence. Their thrones stand on sand: when Western powers decide they are no longer useful, they can be toppled as quickly as they were built.
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Chapter 17 — The Call of This Hour: Returning to Qur’an to Rebuild the community
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A Civilization at the Edge

Our world stands on the brink of collapse. Wars multiply. Tyranny spreads. The oceans choke with waste, the skies burn, and the hearts of men grow cold. The systems that promised salvation — neoliberalism, capitalism, Western “democracy” — are now exposed as hollow idols. They preach freedom while enslaving nations, promise prosperity while devouring the poor, and speak of human rights while raining bombs on the innocent.

Yet while the world cries out for justice, the Muslim world — once the bearer of divine justice — stands silent, fractured, and confused.

The community has become like a scattered body whose heart still beats but whose limbs no longer move. We build towering mosques while our children starve. We chant the names of Allah and Muhammad ﷺ in golden calligraphy while the Qur’an gathers dust on our shelves. We fear displeasing kings and presidents more than displeasing the Lord of the Worlds.

This collapse did not happen overnight. It is the fruit of centuries of abandonment — abandonment of the Book of God.

How We Fell: Turning From the Qur’an

THE DOWNFALL OF MUSLIM civilization began not with Western cannons but with our own neglect. After the death of Prophet Muhammad ﷺ, the community slowly drifted from the living guidance of the Qur’an.

The Qur’an was revealed to be read, pondered, applied — yet over the centuries, many Muslims reduced it to a book of ceremonial recitation, blessing, and decoration. Instead of studying it to solve real human problems as the Prophet ﷺ did, we buried it in gold frames and hung it on our walls.

Imams delivered Friday sermons not to awaken the people but to lull them to sleep, praising tyrants, avoiding hard truths, and discouraging independent thought.

By the final centuries of the Ottoman Empire, this decay was complete. While Zionist and colonialist ideologies rose, most Muslim elites abandoned the Qur’an and turned to Western ideologies — secularism, nationalism, capitalism — believing these man-made systems could succeed where divine revelation had “failed.”

The irony is bitter: by abandoning the Qur’an, Muslims became enslaved by those who opposed it.

The Rise of Alien Ideologies

THE DECLINE OF QUR’ANIC Islam created a vacuum — and into that vacuum rushed ideologies alien to the Islamic spirit.


●  Zionism rose in Europe as a militant, secular settler-colonial ideology, exploiting Western nationalism and imperialism to steal Palestine.

●  Nationalism fragmented the community into artificial “nation-states” that serve Western powers rather than the oppressed.

●  Capitalism and consumerism replaced justice and contentment with greed and competition.

●  Militant secularism corrupted Muslim education, stripping it of divine purpose and replacing it with materialist indoctrination.


Yet none of these forces could have conquered the Muslim world if the Muslims had still held fast to the Qur’an. Our collapse was not from Western strength, but from our own betrayal.

The Mosque of Gold and Silence

NOTHING SYMBOLIZES this betrayal more than our mosques. Across the Muslim world today stand monuments of marble, crystal chandeliers, domes gilded with gold, walls etched with the names of Allah and Muhammad ﷺ side by side — a practice never sanctioned in the Qur’an.

These structures dazzle the eyes but fail to awaken the hearts. They have become palaces of passivity.

The Prophet’s Mosque in Madinah was a humble shelter of mud and palm trunks — yet from it radiated the light that shattered empires. Today’s mosques, though majestic, are spiritually hollow.

In Turkey, Egypt, the Gulf, and beyond, regimes build grand mosques while poisoning the Friday pulpit with propaganda, using imams to echo the slogans of kings and generals.

And yet — despite millions of mosques — not one has stopped the bombs falling on Gaza.
What greater irony can there be?
Emevi Religion vs. Qur’anic Islam

WHAT WE CALL “ISLAM” today is largely a product of Umayyad (Emevi) distortions — a traditionalist religion built on inherited rituals, blind obedience, and personality cults. It exalts rulers and clerics while silencing the Qur’an.

This religion speaks endlessly of “honoring the Prophet” while burying his message.

The Prophet Muhammad ﷺ did not build an empire of gold; he built a society of justice, mercy, and truth rooted in the Qur’an.
But for centuries, Muslim rulers have used his name to legitimize tyranny, turning Islam into a lifeless form that could be controlled.
Now, that false structure is collapsing — even the very mosques bearing the names of Allah and Muhammad ﷺ together are being blown apart by Western bombs. This is not mere coincidence. It is the collapse of a hollow religion that abandoned its source.

––––––––
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The Language of Truth

IF MUSLIMS ARE TO RISE again as a moral force, we must recover not only our faith but our language of truth — the way we speak to one another and to the world. Today our voices are scattered, our tongues divided, and our hearts disconnected. We argue in fragments, imitate foreign ideologies, and fail to articulate the divine vision that once reshaped civilizations.

The Qur’an shows us another way. The Prophet Muhammad ﷺ transformed Arabia — and later, much of the world — not by the sword, but by speech rooted in revelation. His words awakened buried consciences, reconciled enemies, and inspired entire nations to abandon injustice. He spoke gently to the humble, firmly to the tyrants, and wisely to the doubtful. His speech was truth wrapped in mercy, justice anchored in patience.


“And speak to people good words” (2:83)
“And speak to them with a word that reaches their hearts” (4:63)

This is the language Muslims must recover — a language that:


●  Sees the strengths of others, not only their faults, building bridges instead of walls.

●  Forgives and is patient, giving space for transformation.

●  Encourages peace over war, yet stands unshaken when war is imposed upon us.

●  Calls to God’s justice, not to pride or vengeance.


Communication Among Ourselves

REVIVAL BEGINS WITH how Muslims speak to one another. We must:


●  End the divisions of sect and nation, and speak as one community.

●  Listen with mercy, especially to the young and the struggling, instead of judging them.

●  Use our languages to explain the Qur’an to our people, not leave it trapped in distant tongues.

●  Hold local gatherings — especially the Friday prayer — not as rituals of sleep, but as forums for collective discussion, problem-solving, and community planning.


This was the Sunnah. The Prophet ﷺ used Friday sermons to guide the community on urgent issues, to plan, to inspire, and to correct injustice. Today, many mosques have reduced this into hollow rituals — even using them to echo the slogans of secular regimes, as in Turkey, Egypt, and elsewhere. This must end.

Every Friday should become a local congress of the community, a weekly summit where hearts unite and minds awaken.

Communication with the World

ONCE WE HEAL OUR INTERNAL speech, we can speak with the world again. The Qur’an declares Islam as a mercy “to all peoples” (21:107) and commands believers to call to God with “wisdom and beautiful preaching” (16:125).

We must engage non-Muslims not with anger, but with moral clarity and compassion — showing how the Qur’an offers solutions to the very crises consuming the world: war, poverty, ecological collapse, family breakdown, and the worship of wealth.

Yet the Qur’an also commands us to be ready to defend justice by force if needed:


“Prepare against them what force you can... to deter the enemies of Allah and your enemies” (8:60)


We must pursue peace, but never from weakness. When tyrants wage war on the innocent, as the United States and its Western allies do today in Gaza and elsewhere, Muslims must be ready to unite under a true defensive army of the community. This is not aggression. It is justice — the same justice that Muhammad ﷺ upheld when defending the oppressed.

Reviving the Kaaba as Humanity’s Forum

GOD MADE THE KAABA in Makkah the spiritual center of the world — the place where humanity gathers. Yet today, millions circle it every year without discussing even one global problem.

We must restore the Kaaba as it was meant to be: a forum for humanity’s renewal.
Each year, Muslim leaders, scholars, and communities should gather at the Hajj not only for worship but to solve the crises of mankind — war, hunger, injustice, corruption, and ecological ruin — guided by the Qur’an.
This was the original spirit of Islam: not a private cult, but a revolutionary movement of mercy and justice.

Islam carries answers to all the problems of mankind. But we must speak those answers clearly. We must relearn the language of truth.

The Call of This Hour

THE WORLD IS WAITING. It is waiting for the return of the people of justice. The people of mercy. The people of truth.

It is waiting for the people of the Qur’an.

God has not abandoned this community — it is we who abandoned Him.
But He promises:

“Indeed, Allah will not change the condition of a people until they change what is within themselves.” (13:11)


We must change. We must rise.

Return to the Qur’an. Study it. Live it. Speak it. Unite around it.

Only then can we face the tyrants of this age — and only then will the earth be filled again with the light of God’s justice.

Handshakes with the Devil

IN THE TURBULENT SAGA of the last two centuries, many Muslim leaders and intellectuals—seeking progress, security, or survival—extended their hands to the West, hoping for upliftment. Instead, they clasped the cold hand of the Devil. The Devil was not a horned figure, but an ideology: the secular, materialist, and exploitative worldview of the West that promised prosperity but delivered subjugation. It arrived clothed in the language of liberty, democracy, and development—yet beneath its garments lurked the corrosive machinery of colonialism, cultural erasure, and economic enslavement.

By shaking this hand, Muslims did not merely betray their past; they endangered their future. They traded the divine compass of revelation for the counterfeit glow of Western modernity, mistaking the glitter of its wealth for light. This handshake opened the gates to Western control of Muslim lands, minds, and markets. It ushered in the dismemberment of the Ottoman world, the carving of artificial borders, the planting of settler colonies, and the rise of puppet regimes that rule not by serving their people, but by serving foreign masters.

These handshakes did not elevate the community—they fractured it. They bred nationalism over unity, materialism over morality, and despair over hope. They hollowed out faith and filled the void with dependency. They extinguished the revolutionary spirit of the Prophets—those who stood alone against tyrants, who refused to bow to Pharaohs or Nimrods, who fought not for power but for justice.

Yet, history is not destiny. The Qur’an reminds us that God does not change the condition of a people until they change what is within themselves. The first step toward renewal is withdrawing our hands from the Devil’s grasp. It means rejecting the false idols of Westernism—its economic greed, its moral relativism, its cult of self—and returning to the eternal principles of tawḥīd, justice, compassion, and community.

True liberation will never be gifted by those who profit from our subjugation. It will be forged by those who reclaim their divine purpose and refuse to be complicit in their own chains. The community must stop seeking validation from the very powers that engineered its downfall. It must rise, not as beggars of Western approval, but as bearers of God’s truth and builders of a just order rooted in revelation.

The story of the past two centuries is a warning. The story of the next can be a rebirth—if we choose to let go of the Devil’s hand.
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Chapter 18 — Global Awakening and the Hope of Sumud
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The long season of private grief and public indifference has been broken. Gaza — the name that for too long was reduced in newsfeeds to statistics, truncated images, and diplomatic statements — has become an organizing moral center for people across continents. What began as images from a besieged territory, smuggled out by exhausted correspondents and amplified by eyewitness video, has swelled into streets full of chanting citizens, general strikes that pause entire economies, and civil coalitions determined to make their governments answer for silence. These waves of global solidarity are not merely gestures of sympathy; they are a new civic force, forged by livestreams, satellite photos, testimony, and the knowledge that state power will not move unless people push it.

The catalyst was not a single event but a mounting accumulation — the bombardment, the blockade, the attempts to erase everyday life in Gaza, and then the interception of an international humanitarian effort at sea. When the Global Sumud Flotilla — a coalition of dozens of small vessels carrying volunteers, medics, activists and symbolic aid — sailed from ports in the Mediterranean, organizers understood that the mission was more than cargo. They meant to break the naval siege and, perhaps more crucially, to broadcast the moral crisis of blockade and dispossession into cameras and parliaments. The Israeli navy’s interception of multiple vessels and the detention of hundreds of activists — including high-profile international figures — produced a moral shockwave. Footage of naval raids and of activists brought to ports, footage of detention cells and exhausted volunteers, traveled instantly across platforms and set off protests from Rome to Brisbane. Major news outlets carried the images; unions and student groups turned them into mobilizing cause; local governments were forced, at least rhetorically, to answer. 

The public response has been immediate and thunderous. In Italy, long a hub of labor militancy and social solidarity, the country’s largest trade union called a national general strike in support of Gaza and in protest at the interception of the flotilla. On the day called by the unions, transport halted, ports slowed, and cities swelled with demonstrators demanding that their governments stop facilitating blockade and arms politics. Maurizio Landini, the CGIL leader, framed the strike as a defense of human brotherhood and an act against militarism, calling the intercept “an extremely serious matter.” The strike was not mere symbolism: it stopped work across sectors, created visible paralysis in streets and terminals, and massively widened the space of public debate. In multiple European capitals — Barcelona, Paris, Athens, Rome — rallies drew tens or hundreds of thousands, sometimes more, and the images circulated across the world. Police responses were sometimes brutal: batons, tear gas, mass arrests — but even repression could not smother the rising global chorus. 

[image: IMG_256]

The Sumud Flotilla deserves a distinct place in this story because it crystallized a number of dynamics that had been building for years: the power of transnational grassroots coordination, the political potency of direct action against physical choke points (ports, borders, sea lanes), and the way that a visible act of conscience can convert private horror into public obligation. The flotilla sailed not only with aid but with a narrative: Gaza’s siege is not merely a local tragedy; it is a structural injustice that the world community has tolerated. Organizers were open about the political nature of the mission — they aimed to provoke an international response and to force electorates and legislatures to take positions. International law and contested maritime rules were invoked on all sides; activists insisted that humanitarian corridors must be opened; Israeli authorities insisted their actions were security measures. The legal and diplomatic debate — whether the naval blockade may be enforced at sea, how to treat activists, and what rights the trapped population of Gaza holds — became a matter not only of lawyers but of mass moral opinion. 

Inside the detention centers, the story became human. Reports from credible outlets described conditions and personal testimonies: detained volunteers — some famous, some anonymous — described overcrowded cells and deprivation; governments whose citizens were held demanded consular access; human-rights organizations called for due process and condemned alleged mistreatment; Israel’s government insisted that detainees were safe and that the interception prevented a potentially destabilizing provocation. Greta Thunberg — one of the better known volunteers on the flotilla — issued a first-hand account of being detained under harsh conditions, an image that further galvanized supporters and challenged governments that had previously tolerated the blockade in silence. These personal narratives gave texture to abstract claims about rights and about law, and they powered demonstrations across continents: what had been distant suffering was, in images and voices, suddenly close. 

Social media and citizen journalism were structural multipliers. Where mainstream outlets hesitated or hedged, activists streamed from decks, posted satellite snapshots of damage, and shared testimonies of survivors. These posts were then curated by advocacy networks and picked up by outlets, producing an amplification loop: images that would once have been ephemeral now became historical evidence preserved across multiple platforms and mirrored widely. Governments trying to manage the narrative found themselves outpaced by citizen reporting. The result was a rapid delegitimization of narratives that sought to reduce Gaza to statistics or to arguments about security alone. The footage from the flotilla, and the testimonies that followed, made it politically costly for many elected officials to remain publicly neutral. Where previously diplomacy allowed for procedural caveats and legalistic deferrals, the weight of public pressure forced statements, minor policy shifts, and parliamentary motions in some countries. 

And yet the structural political reality remains daunting. Western alliances and geostrategic alignments rarely bend on moral pressure alone. While citizens marched and halted economies in solidarity, established governments mostly stopped short of decisive ruptures in military and economic ties. Arms sales continued to be approved; diplomatic cover remained in many capitals; the logistics of reconstruction were discussed behind closed doors. Secret and semi-public negotiations over Gaza’s future — who would govern, who would control reconstruction contracts and security, which international forces would be authorized, and what limits would be placed on Palestinian political agency — were reported in the press. Some versions of proposed plans would place provisional international or U.S.-led stabilization forces inside Gaza, a model that many activists warned could lead to indefinite external control rather than to genuine Palestinian sovereignty. Such proposals, leaked and discussed in news outlets, alarmed those who feared that reconstruction could be used to reorder Gaza’s demography, economy and politics in ways that would preclude meaningful self-rule. The stakes became clear: humanitarian intervention could become a mode of permanent external governance if citizens and institutions did not insist upon Palestinian agency. 

This dual reality — mass moral awakening versus entrenched state interests — defines the moment. The protests, strikes, and flotilla made the moral problem visible; the diplomatic negotiations revealed the limits of moral pressure when it meets strategic calculation. For predictive politics, the question is not whether demonstrations will continue; they will. Movements have momentum. The question is whether civil society can translate publicity and moral outrage into institutional constraints upon state behavior: end arms transfers to parties committing mass atrocities; condition aid and trade upon human-rights benchmarks; demand transparent, locally-led reconstruction mechanisms. In short, the movement must learn to do politics at the level of institutions as well as at the level of moral witness.
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There are already signs of translation. Unions that struck for a day are organizing follow-up actions; municipal councils and regional parliaments are considering motions to ban arms shipments or to suspend cultural and sporting ties; legal advocates are preparing litigation and documentation for future tribunals. These tactical shifts matter because they create costs for governments that continue to prioritize strategic ties over human suffering. The global awakening is learning to become resilient political pressure rather than episodic outrage. 

The Sumud Flotilla itself — even if intercepted and many of its ships detained or turned back — has had a lasting effect. To name the flotilla “Sumud” — steadfastness — was to frame the action as part of a long Palestinian practice of maintaining presence and resisting displacement. The flotilla did what such actions often do best: it shifted the registers of legitimacy. It forced questions about law and morality into public squares; it made consular desks busy; it made editorial pages and parliamentary committees take up matters previously sidelined. The flotilla also created a simple, replicable tactic: if blockade and borders keep aid from people, then citizens can choose to test those boundaries with non-violent direct action. These acts have symbolic force, certainly, but they also generate procedural consequences: detained citizens return home with new stories and new constituencies; their arrests trigger diplomatic notes, debates in legislatures, and in some cases litigation that can slow the ability of states to continue business-as-usual. 
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There is also a darker, more coercive strand running through the aftermath. Reports in several outlets described draft proposals and plans that would keep Gaza intact physically while subordinating its institutions to international trusteeships or conditional stabilization forces. Some plans envisage tight restrictions on political life inside Gaza for the sake of security; others envision economic special zones and outside investment as the main engine of recovery. Activists and Palestinian representatives warned that such frameworks could amount to a reconfiguration of Gaza that leaves local political agency hollowed out. The danger is not only demographic displacement but the creation of dependency through reconstruction contracts and conditional financing that favors foreign firms and foreign oversight. Where politics is replaced by technocratic management, the people whose lives are being remade risk being reduced to beneficiaries rather than decision-makers. Democracy and dignity cannot be reconstructed by fiat if the people themselves are excluded from leading that reconstruction. 

Toronto, Ontario October 4, 2025 Gaza protests
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Still, the global awakening supplies a new modality of accountability. Where state elites once traded positions quietly in back rooms, citizens now can tag, shame, and pressure those very elites in ways that have electoral consequences. Italy’s union action was not merely a show of solidarity; it was a demonstration that organized labor can, by withholding its capacity, impose costs on governments and thereby influence foreign policy choices. Student occupations, municipal declarations, and cross-border activist networks now constitute a distributed infrastructure of pressure. It is diffuse and fragile, but it is real; it can be hardened into durable constraints if movements build alliances with lawyers, municipal officials, policymakers and sympathetic actors within states. The central strategic task is to translate moral consensus into durable policy mechanisms: arms embargoes, suspension of security cooperation with human-rights violators, transparent reconstruction consortia with Palestinian leadership and veto power, and the suspension of diplomatic normalizations that ignore core justice demands. 

The culminating question — the one that will shape the memory of this historical moment — is whether this awakening can scale into a global civic architecture capable of restraining power. Can citizens enforce international law by making complicity politically costly? Can unions and municipalities join with legal coalitions and humanitarian networks to defang the strategic calculus that allows a blockade to persist? Can activists convert the moral victory of the flotilla and the moral outrage of the streets into a durable set of institutional constraints that shape reconstruction, asylum, and refugee rights? The stakes are high because what happens in Gaza will set precedents for how the international system treats sieges, ethnic displacement, and reconstruction in the decades ahead.

There is one further, urgent danger: the attempt to privatize reconstruction as a means of demographic and economic reordering. If reconstruction becomes the vehicle for resettlement schemes, economic exclusion, or the imposition of political conditions that remove Palestinian self-determination, then protests will have to become more than symbolic; they will have to become sustained campaigns to block particular projects, to boycott firms complicit in dispossession, and to demand legally binding oversight mechanisms. That work requires strategy, expertise, and durable institutional partnerships; it cannot be left to spontaneous outrage alone.

At the human level, citizens returning from the flotilla and from the streets carry with them a changed political imagination. They have seen that states will not always act unless forced to; they have discovered that coordinated non-violent action can create diplomatic ripple effects; and they now possess the moral language to demand that their governments stop doing business as usual. Those returning to their communities carry testimonies that make future complicity costlier. Movements in democratic societies must now turn that moral authority into concrete leverage.

The global awakening around Gaza is an historic moment of conscience. It reveals both the depths of human empathy and the limits of existing international governance. If citizens convert moral fury into strategic, institutional action — if unions, municipalities, lawyers, and activist networks work together to impose tangible costs on states and corporations that support blockade and dispossession — then this moment can alter the arc of policy. If not, the flotilla may remain a powerful moral image but ultimately a political failure.

Ultimately, the Sumud Flotilla and the waves of protest are not ends in themselves but instruments of a larger goal: to secure a political architecture that respects Palestinian dignity and agency. That requires engagement with the procedural levers of power — parliaments, courts, municipal authorities, international institutions — while sustaining the moral clarity that animated the flotilla and the streets. The combination of conscience and strategy is the only reliable path from the outraged image to durable justice.

Humanity and especially Muslims will succeed only if they obey the command of the almighty God;

Ra’d 13/11: “Indeed, Allah would never change a people’s state ˹of  favour˺ until they change their own state”

The End...
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CoRRESPONDENCE  BETWEEN Stk Henry  McMaron,

G.CM.G, G.CV.0, K.CLE, CS8.L, His Mamsry’s

Hicn CoMMISSIONER AT CAIRO, AND THE SHERIF
Hussein oF Mecca [wrtn o Mar].

July 1915-March 1916.

No. 1.
wanslation of a lotter from the Sherif of Mecea to Sir Henry
Medahon, His Majesiy’s High Commissioner i Cairo.(1)

“To his Honour : July 14, 191

Wusnas the whole of the Arab nation without any exception
aave decided in these last years to live, and to accomplish their
freedom, and geasp the reins of their administration both in theory
and practice; and whereas they have found and felt that it is to the
interest of the Government of Great Britain to support them and aid
them to the altainment of their firm and lawful inlentions (which aro
Ised upon the maintenance of the honour and dignity of their life)
withont any ulterior motives whatsoever unconnecied with this
object; .

And whereas it is to their (the Arabs’) interest also to prefer the
assistance of the Government of Great Britain in consideration of
Ureir geographical position and economic interests, and also of the
attitude of the above-mentioned Government, which is known to both
nations and therefore need not he emphasised ;

Tor these veasons the Arab nation see fit to limit_themselves,
as Lime js short, to asking the Government of Grent Britain, if it
should thinlk fit, for the approval, through her deputy or representa-
tive, of the following fundamental propositions, leaving out all things
considered secondary in comparison with these, so that it may prepare
all means necessaxy for atfaining this noblo purpose, antil such fime
a5 it finds oceasion for making the actual negotiation

Firstly.—England to acknowledge the independence of the Arab
countries, hounded on_the north by Mersina and Adana up lo the
87 of latitnde, on which degree fall Birijik, Urfn, Mardin, Midiat.
t*Jezirat (Tbn “mar), Amadia, (%) up o the border of Persia; on the
enst by the borders of Persia up to the Gulf of Basva on the sonth by
the Tndian Ocean, with the exception of the position of Aden lo remain
as it is; on_the west by the Red Sea, the Mediterranean Sea np (o
Mersina.  Fngland (o' approve of (he proclmation of an  Arab
Khalifute of Tslam.

Secondly —The Arab Government of the Sherif to_ncknowledge
that England shall lave the preference in all economic enterprises

 1016), fron
(=) Former reading: * Amadin Tsland (Yesireh
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Foreign office,
Hovezber 2nd, 1917.

Desr Lord Rothschild,
1 nave mich pleasure in comveying to you. on

benalf of His Majesty's Govermment, the following
doclaration of sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations
Which nas been submitted to. and approved by, the Cebinet

7is ajesty's Government view with favour the
establishment in Palestine of a patiesal home for the
Jowish people. and will use their best endeavours to
facilitate the achievement of this object. 1t being
clearly undersicod that nothing shall be done ¥hick
may prejudice the civil and religious rights of
ox15Uing non-Jewish commnities in Palestims, OF the
Tighto and political status onJoyed by Jews in sy
otner country

1 should be erateful 1f you would bring i

claration Lo the knowledge of the Ziomist Federation.

7 v
//%9&._/!«7»\
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in the Arab countries whencver conditions of enterprises ate other.

wise equal.

Thirdly.—For the secutity of this Arab independence and s
cortainty of such preforence of cconomic cnterpriscs, both_high
contracting partics to offer mutual assistance, to the best abiity of
their military and naval forees, to face any forcign Power which may
altack cithot party. Peace not to bo decided without agreement of
both parties.

Fourthly.—If one of the partics enters upon an agaressive conflict,
the other party to assume a nentral attitude, and in case of such party
wishing the ofher to join forces, both fo mect and discuss the
conditions.

Fifthly.—Jingland to acknowledge the abolition of foreign
privileges in tho Arab countrics, and to assist the Government of the
Sherif in an Tnternational Convention for confirming such abolition.

Sigthly.—Articles 8 and 4 of this treaty to remain in vigour for
fifteen years, and, il either wishes it to be renewed, one yoar’s notice
before lapse of treaty to be given.

Consequently, and as the wholo of the Arab nation have (praise
be to God) agreed and united for the attainment, at all costs and
finally, of this noble object, they be the Government of Great Britain
to answer them positively or negatively in a period of thirty days
after receiving this intimation; and if this period should lapse before
they reccive an answer, they reserve (o themselves complete freedom
of action. Moreover, we (the Sherif’s family) will consider ourselves
free in word and deed from the bonds of our previous declaration
which we made through Ali Effendi.

Translation of « letter from Sir H. McMalon, His Majesty's High
Commissioner at Cairo, to the Sheri] of Mecca.

o his Highness the Sherif Hus: August 80, 1915.

(Aftor compliments and salulations.)

Wx have the honour to thank you for your frank expressions
of the sincerity of your fecling fowards Eingland. We rejoice,
morcover, that your Highness and your people are of one opinion—
that Arab interésts are Bnglish intorests and English Arab. To this
intent wo confirm to you the terms of Lord Kitchener's message,
which reached yon by the hand of Ali Effendi, and in which was
stated clearly our desire for the independence of Arabin and ils
inhabitants, together with onr approval of the Avab Kha
it should bo proclaimed. We declare once more that His Mujesty’s
Government would welcome the resumption of tho Khalifate by an
Arab of true race. With regard to the questions of (imits and
boundariex, % it would appenr to be premature {o consume our time
in discussing such details in the heat of war, and while, in m
portions of them, the Turk is up to now i effective occup

) -6 For

mits, frontiers und boundarics.”
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CuapTER VIIL.
Table 1.
NUMBER OF IMMIGRANTS ANNUALLY BY RACE.
TOTAL NUMBER OF PERSONS REGISTERED AS IMMIGRANTS.

(Including persons who entered as travellers and subsequently
registered as immigrants).

Year ~ Total Jows  Christians Moslems
——
1920 5,716 5514 202
(Sept.—
Docember)
1921 9,839 9,149 190
1922 8,128 7814 284
1928 7,991 7421 02 168
1924 18,558 12,856 510 187
1925 84,641 88,801 741 99
1926 18910 13,081 611 218
1927 8,595 2,718 758 124
1928 8,086 2,178 710 198
1929 6,666 5,249 1117 200
1980 6,488 4914 1,296 198
1981 5,588 4,075 1,245 218
1932 11,289 9,558 1,524 212
1938 81,977 30,327 1,807 843
1984 44143 42,359 1,494 290
Total Jews Arabs Others
1935 64147 61,854 903 1,890
1986 81,671 29,727 675 1,269
1937 12475 10,636 748 1,196
1988 15,263 12,868 473 1,922
1989 18433 16,405 376 1,652
1940 5,611 14,647 890 674
1941 4,270 8,647 2680 343
1942 8,052 2,194 128 185
1948 9,867 8,507 503 857
1944 16476 14,464 680 1382
1945 18,984 12,082 714 1,288
(Fan.—Nor.
inclusive)

Toran 401,149 367,845 88,304

185
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5 91T
cqueially s we have learned, with surprise and regeet, that somo of
e Arabs in those very parts, for from assisting us, aro negleeting this
theit supremo opportunity and are lending their arms to the German
and the Turk, to the new despoiler and the old oppressor.
Nevertheless, we are ready to send your Highness for the Holy
Cities and the nobe Arabs the charitable offerings of Egypt so soon
as your Highness shall inform us how and where they should be
delivered. We_are, morcover, arranging for this your mossenger to
bo admitted and helped on any journey e may make to oursclves.
Friendly reassurances. Salutations!

(Signed)  A. H. MoMAHON.

No. 8.

Translation of @ letter from the Sherif of Mecca to Sir H. McMalion,
His Majesly’s High Commissioner at Cairo.

September 9, 1915.
‘T His Bscellency the Most Exalted, the Most Eminent—tho British

Figh Commissioner in Bgypt; may God grant him Success.

Warn great cheerfulness and delight I received your letter dated
the 19th Shawal, 1388 (the 80th August, 1915), and have given it
great consideration and regard, in spite of the impression T yeceived
from it of ambiguity and its tone of coldness and hesitation with
regard to our essential point.

Tt is necessary to make clear to your Excellency our sincerity
towards the illustrious British Empiro and ovr confession of preference
fov it in all cases and matters and under all forms and ciroumstances.
‘Tl real interests of the followers of our religion necessitate this.

Novertheless, your Txcellency will pardon me and permit mo to
suy clearly that the coolness and hesitation which you have displayed
i the_question of the limits and bonndaries by saying that tho
discussion of these at present is of no use and is & loss of time, and
that they are still in the hands of the Government which is ruling
them, &., might bo taken to infer an estrangement or something
of the sort.

(94s the limits and boundarics demanded are nob those of one
person. whom we should satisfy and with whom wo should discuss
them after the war is over, but our peoples have seen that the life
of their now proposal s bound at least by these limits and their word
is united on this.

Thersfore, they have found it necessary first to discuss this point
with the Pover in whom they now havo their confidenco and trust
aa final appeal, viz., the illustrious British Bmpira.()

ugestod that  bottor tranglation of this passage

its and boundaries demanded are not thoso of one
might well awnit the conclusion of the war, but aro
thaso of our people who hi ini
vitally necessary to th life, and whose resolution
int, Thorcfore, i point
h the Pawer lence and trust and whom
v, the Ilustrious British

(18675 58
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