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Foreword

This book is a political biography of the Husaynis, the leading
clan in Palestine for many years. The family appears here as
an informal political organization whose activities have
dominated Palestine’s political history for almost 250 years.

Although historians have followed the trajectories of such
elites quite successfully in the past, they have never focused
on one particular family.! Historians’ central interest has
shifted over time from families as political elites to families as
identifiably crucial social units. Historicizing a family is a
fairly new scholarly approach, although one quite familiar in
fictional works from both the Arab world (such as those of
Naguib Mahfouz) and in Europe (such as those of Thomas
Mann). In this respect, the scholarly venture is orientated
toward the non-elite — part of an attempt to write ‘a history
from below’.” This biography of the Husaynis is inspired by,
but does not reflect, the new scholarly focus on the Middle
Eastern family and its place in the local society.

Since this book focuses on elite history, it therefore does
not examine the family’s internal dynamics, structure, rivalries
and other features that characterize social research on the
family in Middle Eastern history. These are all worthy subjects
that will surely be explored by others in the future. The
purpose here, however, is to analyze this Palestinian family,
the Husaynis, as the most significant informal political
association prior to the appearance of national movements and
political parties — a political organization whose narrative is
representative of Palestine and the Palestinians over a period
of two and a half centuries.

The family became an affiliation, and its name allowed
individuals to wield influence and establish leading positions
in their local and later national society. All the positions that



could affect society in Jerusalem and eventually in Palestine as
a whole could only be obtained through the family’s power
base. As such, its members are considered here according to
their political weight inside and outside the family. The central
figures of this narrative are those individuals who held official
and unofficial positions as the heads of the family. Only a few
Husaynis who were less politically significant are mentioned
(for instance, poets, writers and successful businessmen). This
leaves, of course, much research to be done in order to achieve
a more focused view on the social history of the family.

A political biography of a large family offers a historical
perspective with many advantages for writing a fresh
historiography of Palestine. It enables historians to detect
patterns of continuity over fault lines that, in hegemonic
narratives of Palestine, seem decisively to divide the country’s
history into modern and pre-modern periods or Zionist and
pre-Zionist histories. The family’s political history is one way,
by no means the only one, of telling the story of the continued
human and cultural presence in the land of Palestine. By
focusing on the Husaynis throughout their transformation from
a provincial Ottoman elite into the leadership of a national
movement, this biography is, I hope, a constructive way to
demonstrate how Palestinian society existed and developed
before the Zionist settlement or the British occupation began.

Which brings me to the second principal motivation for
writing this book. I wanted to tell the story of Palestine
through the history of its leading family as a way to correct the
common so-called truisms and to challenge some of the
conventional mythology about its past. There is no need to
elaborate here on why Palestine’s past is relevant to the
contemporary Middle East and beyond, but it is still necessary
to gain a better understanding of this history.

By studying the Husaynis, one recognizes that Palestine
was never an empty territory waiting for a landless people to
inhabit it. Palestinian and other historiographies already show
that this land had long had a society and an economy. This
book hopes to complement such historiographies by



humanizing a landscape described by travelers such as Mark
Twain as arid and uninhabited. The Husaynis’ continuous
presence at the top of a complex social structure in Jerusalem
throughout Ottoman rule (1517-1917) attests to the falsity of
the common view of Palestine on the eve of Zionist settlement
(1882).

A third reason for choosing the Husaynis as the focus of
this narrative was their leading role in the Palestinian national
movement from its inception around 1908 until the end of the
British Mandate in 1948. By looking at the family, I hoped to
gain much greater insight into the Palestinian struggle after the
country was colonized by the Zionist movement and occupied
by the British Empire. The family’s dominant political role in
Mandatory Palestine forms a link in a continuum stretching
back to the early Ottoman years. From the Husaynis’
perspective, one can better comprehend how the Palestinian
political elite regarded the British presence and the Zionist
movement: this point of view highlights the Palestinian
predicament and failure, and consequently the tragic
catastrophe of the 1948 Nakbah.

Finally, this book is specifically geared towards a
‘Western’ readership. It was originally written in Hebrew in an
attempt to challenge hegemonic Israeli-Jewish perceptions of
the country’s history. In contemporary Israel, pre-1882
Palestine is still commonly viewed as having been an
uninhabited land that was developed only when Zionism, and
with it Western modernity, reached its shores. Moreover,
Palestinian political life after 1918 has been portrayed in both
scholarly and popular literature as that of primitive tribesman,
fanatic Muslims and hateful sheikhs. The text in Hebrew
attempted to humanize, not idealize, the Husaynis, both
because of their paramount position and because they are
relatively well-known (due to the accusation that al-Hajj Amin
was allied with the Nazis in the Second World War, and more
recently because of the politics of Faysal al-Husayni).

In the West, and particularly in the US, similar views
reign, and thus similar attempts are required to redress a biased



and hostile 1mage of Palestine and the Palestinians. This
seemed to me an especially urgent task after 11 September
2001 and the second Intifada.

Hopefully, other more scholarly benefits will emerge from
this work as well. One such byproduct, but by no means its
principal objective, is that it is among the few histories of
Arab Jerusalem that cover both the Ottoman period and the
mandatory era. There are focused monographs on Ottoman
Jerusalem and a very few others on post-1918 Jerusalem, but
there are hardly any continuous urban histories of the city.’

Ilan Pappe, London, 2009



Introduction

THE NARRATIVE

This book is a narrative, the story of a family. In general it is
purposely light on analysis. It moves along slowly in the hope
of allowing the reader a closer look at the life of the Husaynis.
It is also a descriptive narration. It leaves the reader to draw
the more obvious conclusions about the patterns of continuity
in the history of Palestine.

I chose a descriptive rather than an analytical approach
because I wished to zoom in on the dramatic events that
shaped the lives of people in Palestine and to try to reconstruct
how these events were experienced by individuals with names,
distinct locations and discernable emotions. From Napoleon’s
invasion to the Tanzimat, the British occupation and Zionist
colonization, events are examined through the eyes of the
family and not just from an ‘objective’ historical perspective.
This means that some events that look important to us in
retrospect were not important in the eyes of the family, and
some we disregard today were life and death issues then. (A
locust invasion could have been seen at the time as more
disastrous than French occupation.) For this reason the book
goes into minor details while the dramatic, well-known
historical events are sometimes left in the background.

The wish to tell a narrative transcends the choice of a
family as a subject. There is a desire to plot a tale that is loyal
to the facts but that has its own rhythm, flavor and color.
Hence, 1 allow myself, not too often I hope, to speculate —
using common sense — about people’s feelings, emotions and
considerations. [ feel this is part of the humanization of
history.



But this subject does also deserve an analytical context. So
I would like briefly to introduce the proposed analytical
context for this narrative, some historical background
information that will benefit the reader’s understanding of the
narrative and the sources I have relied on in constructing this

story.

THE ANALYTICAL CONTEXT

Apart from being a political biography, this book is also very
much an urban history — both Ottoman and mandatory.
Although the book does not pretend to rise to the level of
micro urban social histories such as André Raymond’s on
Cairo, Kenneth Cuno’s on Mansura, Abraham Marcus’s on
Aleppo, James Reilly’s on Hama, Leila Fawas’s on Beirut,
Michael Reimer’s on Alexandria or Dina Khoury’s on Mosul,
amongst many others, it has something in common with these
works.' They helped us to challenge the notion of Ottoman
decline that allegedly began in the sixteenth century and
continued with the economic stagnation of the eighteenth
century before the advent of the Napoleonic expedition to
Egypt in 1798. The narrative of this book hopefully challenges
the notion of ‘decline’ in that period by showing how Arab-
Ottoman elites maintained their position through a complex
web of relationships with the center of the empire as well as
with European powers and their representatives. This is a
reality that cannot easily be reduced to the notion of ‘decline’.

NOTABLES AND THEIR POLITICAL ROLE IN HISTORY

The Husaynis were part of the urban elite in the Arab world.
This elite dates back to the pre-Ottoman period and was
present when the Ottomans conquered the Arab world in the
early sixteenth century. Nor were these local elites replaced by
the Ottomans’ ‘open occupation’.” But with time, when the
new rulers of the Arab world realized the benefits of taxation
and direct power, they installed a more complex
administration, many significant members of which were



brought from the center of the empire. The Ottomanization of
the provinces in the Arab world included, among other things,
the reshaping of the local urban elite. But even within this
restructuring, the families, which Gibb and Bowen and later
Albert Hourani called the ‘notables’, continued to play a
crucial role.” These notables, to which the Husaynis belonged,
were an informal elite consisting of the richest, the most
influential and most prestigious families of merchants, ulama
and civilian and military officers. This was not a well-defined
class, and ‘notables’ are not a sociological concept but rather a
political one. The term denotes those who play a role in the
political system and suggest how this role is implemented.

In the early eighteenth century, the system stabilized and
the local elite were included within the imperial matrix of
control and sovereignty. As Ehud Toldano remarks, this was
not systematic planning on the part of Istanbul but rather a
piecemeal, ad hoc policy responding to events on the ground.
An elite position in the empire required a high office, which
enabled the holder to acquire wealth (although wealthy people
did not necessarily win high positions).”

Ira Lapidus taught us that the core of this elite was the pool
of Islamic scholars, the ulama. They appeared in nineteenth-
century Syria as notables who descended from prominent
eighteenth-century families who supplied the officials for the
religious posts of mufti, khatib (preacher) and Syndic of the
Descendants of the Prophet. They also managed the awgafand
had strong support from merchants, artisans, Janissaries, and
the town quarters.’” The Husaynis belonged to the Syndic of
the Descendants of the Prophet — the Ashraf families. This was
the family’s main source of power, and through it its members
held hereditary offices throughout the Ottoman period.

THE ‘POLITICS OF NOTABLES’

A more focused look at how the notables remained in a high
position for so long can be obtained with the help of a concept
developed by Albert Hourani for describing and analyzing



their political career: the “politics of notables’.” In many ways
these ‘politics’ are the key for understanding the urban politics
of the Ottoman provinces (at least in the Muslim provinces).
The ‘politics’ were a mode of behavior, a ‘practice’, a
Weberian concept put forward by Hourani to explain their
prolonged political survival. The wider context of this kind of
urban history is European patrician history. It is tempting
indeed to use the term ‘patrician’ for these people, but it is
safer to employ the term ‘notables’ as it is probably the closest
to the term ‘a‘ayan’used at the time. There are other possible
terms from the period as well as new ones, but for the
purposes of this book I am content to use ‘notables’.

This practice is in essence the ‘politics of dependence and
coalitions’, practiced by people in the city and the area around
it with their notables and through them with their ruler. Such a
mode of behavior can work when there are ‘great’ families or
‘grandee’ families — more akin in the greatness accorded to
them to the medieval families of Italy than to that enjoyed in
medieval France and Britain, as Hourani remarks.’

The notables enjoyed considerable independence in
running the affairs of the cities in the Arab Ottoman world.
These families won this relative autonomy because they had
access to the rulers of the empire — in the case of Jerusalem, to
regional capitals such as Damascus, Acre and Beirut as well to
Istanbul and Cairo. This enabled the notables to represent their
society before the powers that be. Their prestige in the eyes of
the empire stemmed from their standing within their own
society.

Other factors also affected the relative independence and
authority of the urban notable families. The Husaynis’ ability
to compose effective coalitions with forces within and without
the city is a major feature of this political biography. The key
word is ‘coalition’, and it was such a powerful asset that it
served the Husaynis as well in the eighteenth century as it did
in the twentieth.

As Hourani sensed even before going into a particular case
study, the need to form coalitions increased the tendency



‘towards the formation of two or more coalitions’.® These
formations are traced in this book and are indeed a vital factor
in the political history of Palestine in the period under review.
In this context, Hourani makes additional remarks that are
relevant to the history of the Husaynis: the coalitions were
challenged because they were not institutionalized and were
fragile because they demanded an almost impossible balancing
act between the families’ interests and the policies of the
rulers. But it is exactly this balancing act that explains why the
Husaynis were leaders of such coalitions for so long: they had
the support of the other families in Jerusalem and access to the
rulers.

The formation of coalitions was part of the habitual
circumspection built into the politics of notables’. These
coalitions were not part of a fixed institution; they were far
more fluid formations. Occasionally, one party left the
coalition for another, disappointing an ally and aligning with a
former foe. These shifts also occurred because of the ‘divide
and rule’ policies of the central government. Therefore the
notables’ ‘modes of action must in normal circumstances be
cautious and even ambiguous’, as illustrated by how the
Husaynis led revolutions against rulers or shunned others or
left them behind when convenient.

As it had been a century before, at the beginning of the
nineteenth century ‘the politics of notables’ was very much a
politics of ulama. Hourani remarks that their scholarly
background placed the ulama notables closer to the ruler than
to society.” But this changed with the secularization of the
notables at the beginning of the twentieth century. The
notables of religion became the notables of nationalism.

Within society the notables were at the top of the
hierarchy, and in the empire they were a substratum below the
officials governing the provinces from the capital of the main
province or, later on, directly from Istanbul. Among the
notables, primus inter pares seemed to be the rule of the game
— one family would hold this advantageous position. The
position of seniority was the naqib al-ashraf, which until the



1860s was one of the most coveted in Jerusalem next to that of
the mufti, the most senior religious position to which a notable
could aspire. An appointment as naqib al-ashraf carried with it
certain duties as an arbitrator, as a representative of certain
awqaf and as an objective witness in matters involving local
elite groups.

The titles and functions of notable families were inherited
from father to son, making the Husaynis a kind of hereditary
aristocracy. This aristocratic status was won with religious
respectability and a prestigious lineage. Furthermore, families
such as the Husaynis augmented their power by establishing
alliances with the military chieftains (aghawat) whose power
was based on clientele and the control of suburban quarters
and the grain trade that passed through them.

THE ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL BASIS

But prestige, alliances and connections were not enough to
sustain the clan as a political force; they also needed financial
resources. Most of these resources came with the appointments
rather than ensuring them. The tax-farming system in the
Ottoman Empire was such that it enabled the notables both to
be enriched by and to accumulate political power. In a way, it
was an alternative to the European banking system. As Sevket
Pamuk explains:

While loans to kings, princes and governments were
part of the regular business of European banking
houses in the late medieval and early modern
periods, in the Islamic world advances of cash to the
rulers and the public treasury were handled
differently. They took the form of tax-farming
arrangements in which individuals possessing liquid
capital assets advanced cash to the government in
return for the right to farm the taxes of a given
region or fiscal unit for a fixed period."

At first this right was given for a year to three years, but
during financial crises the tendency was to grant it for longer



periods. The Ottoman Empire relied on tax-farming for urban
taxes in particular, and hence the importance of notables who
could serve as tax collectors. A different system was at work
in the rural areas until the sixteenth century, but it was
replaced by tax-farming thereafter, the concessions for which
were auctioned in Istanbul.

Another source of income, and probably the most
profitable one, was the ability of the notables to benefit from
supervising, and later on breaking up, religious endowments —
the awqaf (plural of wagf).

Before the emergence of municipal services, the authorities
attended to the essential needs of the urban population through
the wagqf, the source for funding the restoration and
maintenance of religious buildings and centers, educational
systems and social services. Moreover, the wagf financed the
expansion of infrastructure, the construction of bridges and the
introduction of more systematic water supplies to the cities.
The wagf was not invented by the Ottomans but was used
more extensively by them as the best means of catering to the
urban society’s concerns and requirements. "

Usually, Ottoman officials such as local governors founded
the awgaf and appointed notables to look after them (as
mutawallis and nazirs). At the beginning of the nineteenth
century, the Husaynis established three awgaf of their own,
while others of the family were appointed as mutawallis and
nazirs, which meant the family as a whole became the
beneficiary of the wagf.” Gabriel Baer, who investigated the
period from 1790 to 1801, discovered that the Husaynis had a
larger share than any other group in founding new awgqaf and
in being appointed mutawallis (one third of the former and
half of the latter)."

Awaqaf that were endowed by the state for public services
included profitable assets such as muzara’ fields (lands
cultivated on a permanent basis), the total cultivated lands of
several villages, factories, workshops, etc. Out of the profits
salaries were paid. Sons of the notable families in Jerusalem
were already receiving generous allowances from the profits



of the awgaf in the early nineteenth century. Among them
were the Husaynis, who were given the title wujah-i-
murtazaqga (those who benefit most in several lists of awgqaf).
But they were not the only ones; they had to compete with
many other families. There were about 1,000 to 1,500 notables
in Jerusalem at the end of the eighteenth century, and they
were about 20 percent of the overall population of several
thousand. (Figures are not easily attainable for that period, and
there i1s no room here to enter the debate about them.) Their
high proportion within the overall Muslim community
explains why they were so numerous among those enjoying
the profits of the awgar™

At the end of the eighteenth century, the Ottoman central
government found they could use the awgafto reward families
who cooperated with them." Supervision at the beginning of
the nineteenth century was lax, and therefore families could
expand their financial benefits from the endowments, which in
principle were meant to serve the public. One imperial decree,
a firman from 17 April 1797, decries the excessive number of
beneficiaries drawing on these sources without the sultan’s
permission, which led to growing debts that disabled the
proper functioning of the endowed institutions.'°

Inclusion on such a list required authorization from either
the governors of the province or the city — or those who
represented them: the supreme gadi (Islamic judge) in the
region, the gadi of Jerusalem or his deputy. This explains the
networking a notable family needed to do to sustain its
economic prosperity. In the eighteenth century, an innovation
was introduced: the beneficiary documents could be passed to
the next of kin, a fact that expanded the lists and overburdened
the debts of the awgaf. The notables themselves approached
the governor from time to time and asked him to limit the lists
so as to ensure smoother operations in the field of charity and
aid to the poor."” Of course, they made this request without
giving up their own privileged positions.

In 1777, after a period of political upheaval, the central
government transferred the right to grant beneficiary status



exclusively to the Ottoman officials dealing with the finances
of the empire. The ministry was ordered to consider further
documents only on a purely economic basis. There was worse
to come. The move annulled past documents, which generated
a strong protest and a demand to return the old system. The
outcry worked, and the old system was reinstated.'®

The waqgt became a particularly profitable asset in the
beginning of the nineteenth century when it was broken up.
Gaining control of public wagf domains and making them a
family’s own private property was legal. Some cases were
sanctioned by the local gadi and the properties registered in
the sijjilat as privately owned land. Alongside the Khalidis,
Nammaris, Nusaybas and al-Dajanis, the Husaynis were the
most important family to amass wealth in such a way. These
families held high posts in the wagf administration and in the
Shari‘a judicial system and other Islamic institutions, so they
exploited their economic power. But there were those who
truly meant to help develop an endowment, and thus they re-
endowed their investments.

This redistribution was executed in more than one way.
The most common was followed by the deterioration of the
asset so that it could be dismembered in a long-term, or
perpetual, lease. This was a down payment of a lump sum by
the tenant to cover the debt owed by the wagf, or from
expenses on repairs and restoration in the form of long-term
(90-year) leases at a very low rent. Transactions of this and
similar kinds enriched the Husaynis considerably in the early
nineteenth century.”

Assets that were not leased or dismembered still benefited
the Husaynis. Being a mutawalli of other people’s
endowments promised the family a large share in those assets,
as well as a prestigious position in society.”® Again, research
shows that for the first part of the nineteenth century, the
Husaynis had a proportionately larger share in transactions
involving endowments.

Apart from the wagf, the urban notables of Palestine also
relied on the rural economy to thrive. In the nineteenth



century, Palestine was a largely rural country, and revenues
were directly connected to agriculture. Through the process of
centralization that characterized the Tanzimat period, power
shifted from rural lords to urban notables such as the
Husaynis. Before the Tanzimat, the lords of the Palestinian
hills owned a large share of the rural hinterland and received a
considerable share of the land taxes and custom posts. These
assets were now transferred to the urban elite.”'

But generally speaking, in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, Jerusalem was not very important to the Palestinian
economy either as a trading center or in its commercial
activity. It was less its connection to the land and much more
its holiness that provided income for many in the city, as did
the frequent pilgrimages.*

Matters changed somewhat with the promulgation of the
Land Law of 1858, which transformed the basis for
landownership in the empire. The law required the registration
and categorization of land for the sake of greater taxation. The
Husaynis acquired land in many areas and became one of the
leading landowning families. (However, since it took time for
the Land Law to be applied in Jerusalem, the initiatives of the
family occurred later on.)”

The sources of power varied with time. Once they held
power, they found ways of maintaining it. By the time the
Husaynis were both a religious and landowning elite, their
fortified position in society was reflected in the educational
orientation they chose for their children, who during the
nineteenth century were sent to Ottoman professional schools
to compete for places in Ottoman governmental service.

But while the nineteenth century brought with it new
sources of power, it also set in motion processes that limited
the notables’ influence in society. During their rule (1831-40),
the Egyptians tried to overcome local independence, establish
a centralized government and promote economic development.
The Egyptian rulers tried to disarm the local population and
introduced conscription, forced labor and new head taxes, as
well as economic monopolies. The position of the notables



was challenged again by the Ottoman programs of
centralization, the Tanzimat.

When the Ottomans returned to Syria in 1840, they
introduced some reforms that weakened the family Husayni to
fulfill the reformers’ wish to centralize power, eliminate
intermediary notables and mobilize mass support for the state.
The family was also negatively affected by central authorities’
drive to secularize the judicial system and to introduce formal
equality between Muslims and non-Muslims. However, they
benefited from the local and municipal councils that were
created to counterbalance local governors — councils within
which they enjoyed important fiscal and administrative
powers.”*

With the advent of the age of nationalism, social standing
no longer ensured the maintenance of financial and economic
gains. Family wealth was now also part of the nation.

THE POLITICS OF NATIONALISM

This book tries to avoid the conventional school of thought
that views nationalism as merely a product of modernization
with a clear date and location of origin. Lebanon is typically
singled out as the cradle of Arab nationalism, which is seen as
an influential concept early on that then moved from Beirut to
Jerusalem via Damascus.”

This is, of course, only one possible way of looking at it.
Relying on more updated theoretical analysis of the
phenomenon that has inspired a few intriguing volumes on
Arab nationalism, this book treats the emergence of a
nationalist point of view as a much more enigmatic subject. It
examines nationalism before it became such a powerful
feature dominating life in Palestine and Israel in the second
half of the twentieth century — a period that is beyond the
historical scope of this work.

The theoretical literature views nationalism in various
contradictory ways: as an ideology, a product of the



imagination, a cultural product or an act of social engineering.
But there is a common thread running through recent critiques
of nationalism. National identity, whether imagined,
engineered or manipulated, is shown to be a recent human
invention born of the integration of conflicting ethnic or
cultural identities or the disintegration of such identities. This
is the process described here.

Nationalism appears in this book as a modern invention
that provides a new axis of social and political inclusion and
exclusion that is neither organic nor natural. An artificial
identification emerged, as in the case of the last years of
Turkish rule, amongst those who belonged to the nation and
more importantly amongst those who were excluded from it.

Late in the life of the Husaynis as notables of nationalism,
Zionism came along and started a process that caused the
Palestinians to construct an ‘other’ to their newly born
national identity, an ‘other’ that became crucial to the
formation of their national self. Hence, as is shown in the
book, a Zionist threat was necessary to clarifying the
uniqueness of the Palestinian national experience within the
overall Arab one. But Zionism was not necessary for the
emergence of such nationalism.

This book illustrates how national identity demands the
subordination of other identities — communal, religious, ethnic,
etc. This subjugation defines the parameters of ‘otherness’ and
the degree to which it is constituted as a source of menace to
the prevalent or hegemonic identity. The Husaynis followed
through to the end of this process and in so doing delayed this
subjugation — a disaster in the face of Zionism but a potential
blessing for those who wished Palestine to continue benefiting
from the more cosmopolitical and pluralist air of the previous
Ottoman era.

SOURCES

Since the Husayni family was an integral part of local
government, its political history can be traced with the help of



the sijjilat, the records of the Shari‘a court in Jerusalem. This
is a useful source for many who research Jerusalem’s history
the storeroom of the Shari‘a court, and it covers the period
from 936 to 1948. Like many other scholars much more
experienced in using this type of source, | was fortunate to be
able to see them with the help of the loyal staff of the Haram
al-Sharif.

Reports by European diplomats and travelers were another
important source. Albert Hourani believed the diplomats to be
more reliable than the travelers.”® But in the context of our
subject, some travelers’ reports seemed to be more trustworthy
than the diplomats’ summaries, such as the ones sent by the
British consul in Jerusalem, James Finn, in the mid-nineteenth
century. These sources served me well into the mandatory
period and provided depth that drier sources lacked.

Palestinian biographical and autobiographical works
complemented the very thorough archival material found in
both the Public Record Office and the Central Zionist
Archives. Together these sources helped me to reconstruct the
mandatory period. I also relied on the the valuable and
amazingly vivid memories of Amina al-Husayni and other
family members who recall this period.

The Arab Studies Society, which was headed by Faysal al-
Husayni for many years, hosts a small family archive. I was
fortunate enough to be helped by Faysal al-Husayni and Dr
Budeiri, the chief librarian, with the materials present there
(mainly secondary sources that relate to the family, as well as
some letters and documents).

I also used quite a few sources in Hebrew — mainly
secondary historiographical works that are unavailable in
English. This may seem strange since this work seeks to
challenge the scholarly and popular narrative common to most
Israeli historiographies. The reason I used these sources is that
industrious Israeli scholars have mined, and continue to mine,
this relevant archival material in a systematic and admirable
way — though their conclusions and interpretations follow the



Zionist metanarrative very closely. Hence, while there are
many references in this work to the empirical data they
gathered, the plot woven here seriously challenges many of
their conclusions and ideological assumptions.



Prologue

In the middle of the night between 28 and 29 October 1705,
Muhammad ibn-Mustafa al-Husayni al-Wafa’i, naqib al-ashraft
of Jerusalem, fled the holy city. (The naqib was the head of the
families who claimed descent from the Prophet Muhammad in
the city of Jerusalem, and his position was one of the highest
to which a local could aspire in the Ottoman Empire.) The
naqib and a group of his followers opened the Nablus Gate in
the wall of the Old City and fled under cover of darkness to
the Mount of Olives. Halfway up the hillside they met other
rebels who had come out of the city by way of the Mughrabi
Gate. By daybreak, the rumor had spread throughout the city:
the great uprising against the representatives of Ottoman rule
had been crushed.

Though the revolt did not break out openly until May
1703, worrying information had been reaching the court of
Sultan Mustafa II since early 1702. Ever since a new ruler was
appointed the previous year, Jerusalem had been in turmoil —
not only the city but also the nearby districts of Gaza and
Nablus. The new governor was sent to collect taxes more
efficiently.’ The Porte hoped that this would serve as an
example to others, showing that the empire was still the
mighty force that made Europe tremble — despite its
unprecedented losses to Europe at the end of the seventeenth
century — and was respected by its multitudinous subjects.

The new ruler brought with him extra troops to help him
enforce the new collection. Any attempt to avoid paying taxes
was dealt with by the governor’s troops at once. The troops,
however, were not content to collect the due tax, and so they
also periodically robbed the citizens. Any failure to pay the
demanded tax was punished with a severe fine, and the general
burden of taxation increased. The combination of taxation and



looting was enough to drive the inhabitants to the verge of an
uprising.

In May 1703, the burden of taxation and the savagery of
the governor’s emissaries the year before had provoked
general resistance, which intensified with the imminent arrival
of the tax gatherers in the spring. Led by two young and
inexperienced notables, a revolt broke out that was unique in
the history of the district of Jerusalem in that it allied peasants
and Bedouins with dignitaries and notables. The revolt went
on for two and a half years (1703-5), centered around the
mosque of al-Agsa and the citadel. The governor’s limited
troops were unable to subdue the determined rebels, and the
nagib became the city’s de facto ruler.”

Inside the beleaguered citadel, the gadi of Jerusalem
breathed a sigh of relief once the revolt had ended. One of the
worst years of his life had drawn to a close — or so he hoped.
He had come to the city from Istanbul towards the end of the
previous year, on a mission that had filled him with anxiety
before he even sailed into the Port of Jaffa. He had been
appointed to represent the sultan’s law and order in a city
dominated by the nagib and his cohorts, who were rebelling
against Ottoman rule. The naqib received him courteously, but
in effect confined him to the citadel, along with other
government officials. Now at last the gadi might be able to
administer the holy city in accordance with the Shari‘a, and
perhaps win the sultan’s approval, as well as a more exalted
post closer to his home in Istanbul.

As soon as he heard that the nagib had fled, the gadi
ordered the drawbridge linking the citadel with the city wall to
be lowered. The bridge had been raised from the start of the
revolt, for fear of attack by the populace. Now the gadi crossed
the moat with ostentatious ceremony, on his way to the fortress
commander. On his left and right, evidence of Istanbul’s claim
to sovereignty over Jerusalem was displayed in the form of
engraved plaques noting the contributions made by the sultans
through the ages to the city’s fortification. The most prominent
plaque, the one over the fortress gate commemorating the



building of the fortress by Sultan Suleiman I in 1531, was a
reminder that the gadi represented the power that had ruled
Jerusalem for more than a century and a half. The gadi
hastened to consult the fortress commander about whom they
would recommend to Istanbul to be the new naqgib of
Jerusalem. Walking confidently down the path from the city
wall to the tower, he no doubt recollected the stirring events of
the naqib’s revolt.

The gadi went to the Dome of the Rock, where he was met
by the commander and the notables of the city. Before the
meeting started, the gadi had the uncomfortable thought that
most of his predecessors had been killed by rebels. And no
wonder — the gadi was always the most tangible symbol of the
sultan’s rule, for better or worse. Those gadis who survived
were forced to obey the will of the mob rather than God’s holy
law. He was determined to recommend to the authorities in
Istanbul that the next nagib be someone loyal to the sultan’s
representatives, and certainly someone who had his personal
approval.

Many of the city’s notables had already turned against the
rebellious naqgib a year earlier, when they heard that the sultan
was sending a large army to suppress the revolt. The naqib did
not hesitate to confront this loyalist camp and fought a bloody
battle against it in the city in 1704. The climax of the
confrontation, involving many combatants, took place in the
Bab al-Huta quarter, in the northern end of the Old City. By
the time it was over, corpses littered the narrow, crowded
alleys of the quarter that was named after the Sinners’ Gate,
through which prayerful penitents entered. After this civil war
many abandoned the naqgib’s camp and joined the beleaguered
faction in the citadel, who were waiting for the sultan’s army.
The rebellious naqib chose to flee the city before the arrival of
the imperial army.

A representative of that army, which was still a few days’
journey from the city, took part in the meeting. He brought the
gadi greetings from the commander of the dispatched force
and congratulated him on his resolute stand in the besieged



citadel. Then the gadi reported that he was about to
recommend that Istanbul appoint Muhib al-Din Effendi, of the
Ghudayya clan (later to be known as the Husayni family), as
the next nagib. He explained that, unlike the nagib who had
fled, Muhib al-Din had been loyal to the government from the
start of the uprising. In actual fact, Muhib al-Din had at first
contemplated joining the rebels, but at this time he could
certainly be counted among the loyalists, rather than the
opponents of the sultan’s rule.

In the days that followed, the notables gave much thought
to the reversals among the ruling officials. Now they were free
to indulge in the pleasures of the hammamat (the baths), which
they had been deprived of for some time. Most of them
favored the Hammam al-Sultan, on the corner of al-Wadi
(Valley) Street, which is also one of the first Stations of the
Cross. There, amid the scent of rose water and the aroma of
coffee wafting from the loaded trays of sweetmeats, they
discussed the vicissitudes of their times, continuing their talk
long into the night in the city’s cafes. The poets sang the
praises of the new nagib and speculated about the future in
between puffs of their nargilehs. These were the customary
ways of the notables of Jerusalem, which Muslim travelers
described as a lively city, quite unlike the picture that would
be drawn by many Christian travelers, among them Gustave
Flaubert and Mark Twain, who advanced the myth of the
empty land and the desolate city.’

This was the city in which the Ghudayyas, the family of
the fortunate Muhib al-Din, had resided for four centuries. The
high points of life in Jerusalem, for them as for other notable
families, were the mawlid — the religious festivals — weddings
and births, and the occasional appearance of famous Muslim
travelers, who were admired for their great learning in religion
and the sciences as much as for their literary style. At their
house — which at least one manuscript describes as a ‘palace’,
so impressed was the visitor — the Ghudayyas entertained
some of the great men of their era.*



But nothing was as momentous as the day of Muhib al-
Din’s appointment, which in all likelihood was marked by a
great feast. If so, it must have been attended by all the
notables, who doubtless discussed the division of the spoils.
The Ottoman authorities had expropriated the estate of the
fugitive naqib and were about to distribute it to the loyal
notables. The lion’s share was sure to be given to the two
branches of the Ghudayya clan — the family of the new naqib
and that of his cousin Abdullah, who had for years held the
post of sheikh al-haram (sheikh of the Jerusalem holy
sanctuary). Abdullah was greatly admired in the city for his
work and his great learning in theology and i’Im al-figh, the
Islamic religious precepts. But though his father had been
naqib al-ashraf, he himself did not win the post and had to be
content with being sheikh al-haram.’

We focus on Abdullah al-Ghudayya because his son Abd
al-Latif is the central figure of the present story, a story that
begins in 1703 and ends in our time and one that may indeed
continue so long as the family is represented in the political
life of Jerusalem and of the surrounding country, Palestine.

As far as we know, Abd al-Latif’s youth was uneventful,
and he makes a rare appearance in the writing of a Sufi
traveler, Mustafa Ibn Kamil al-Bakhri, who visited the city
quite often.’ On his visits, al-Bakhri stayed near the mosque of
al-Agsa, where he settled for long spells after his second visit
to the city in 1710. It seems that Abd al-Latif and al-Bakhri
first met in 1724 at one of the city gates where al-Bakhri,
about to enter, was reading the Fatiha before passing through,
as was customary in those days. Having read the opening
verses of the Qur’an, he changed his rich traveling apparel for
the simple garments of purity, expressive of the visitor’s
reverence for the city’s sanctity.

The naqib was welcomed by the Ghudayyas and by sheikh
al-haram Abdullah and his son Abd al-Latif. After praying
together and exchanging lengthy blessings, the august
company walked through the city, composing a gasida (a poem
in the classical style) at every noted site:



In the name of God, if you meet us, we
shall tell you it is the day of Jerusalem.
Together let us go to this city and visit it.
The Good will be with us forever.’

Each time al-Bakhri returned to Jerusalem he brought books
from his library in Damascus, thereby enriching the lives of
his companions in Jerusalem. His visits also had a certain
missionary quality. Al-Bakhri was a member of the mystic
Sufi Kheloti order, which he would eventually head. But it
seems that his hosts were more impressed by the order’s
ostentatious self-mortification and accompanying ceremonies
than by its theological message of approaching God via
Muslim mysticism.® Members of the family were entranced by
the spectacular exercises and the dancing in a circle that
culminated in intense excitement. Al-Bakhri never arrived on
his own: as a man of high position, he was always surrounded
by an entourage, and his frequent visits demonstrated the great
importance of Jerusalem in the Muslim world of the early
eighteenth century.

Hosts and guest alike passed the time discussing the
mysteries, showing off their abilities as religious mystics. Al-
Bakhri was deeply influenced by one of the great medieval
Sufi philosophers, Ibn al-Arabi. Al-Arabi had written about
the creation of the world and of understanding it, and
consequently al-Bakhri wrote a good deal about such subjects.
It is possible that not only members of the religious elite took
part in such gatherings but also others such as the sheikh al-
tujjar, the leader of the city’s merchants.” During his visit, al-
Bakhri gave the customary guest lecture; he liked to quote
from ‘The Praises of Jerusalem’ — the literature lauding the
city, which had grown following the Crusades. He also visited
the graves of holy men, among them that of Nabi Musa (the
Prophet Moses) near Jericho, where he spent the week of
festivities in the prophet’s honor.

The Ghudayyas took to al-Bakhri. He was invited to be the
guest of honor at the dinner celebrating Mawlid al-Nabi (the
Prophet’s birth), and they offered him a chair in the courtyard



of al-Agsa mosque, where most of the guests reclined on
cushions on the ground. The public dinner was a widely
attended occasion in which all walks of life took part: the rich
and the poor, the learned and the ignorant. In a travelogue he
wrote after an earlier visit in 1690, al-Bakhri expressed his
wonder at seeing that among the throng ‘there were also veiled
women in the corner of the mosque, and with them young and
small girls’. The muezzins trilled the verses. Servants of the
haram circulated through the multitude, offering sweets and
fragrant pastries and finger bowls of rose water for the guests
to rinse their sticky hands in, and at last the crowd dispersed,
well-fed and contented. "

The years that followed al-Bakhri’s visit were
disappointing for the Ghudayyas. During the 1730s, the key
posts in the city were given to other families. The Alami clan,
for example, won a number of lucrative positions at the
expense of the Ghudayyas, causing the rivalry between the
two clans to continue for some time. Like the Ghudayyas, the
Alamis had made good use of the naqib’s revolt in the early
years of the century, and persuasion combined with money
won them the position of mufti, which the Ghudayyas had
coveted.

The mufii was a state official who wrote opinions (fatwas)
on legal subjects for judges and common believers. Some of
his opinions became binding precedents. He also belonged to
an Ottoman hierarchy that was supervised by the mufti of
Istanbul, who had the power to appoint and dismiss local
mutftis around the empire.

But this was a temporary decline — Abd al-Latif’s family
would later recover the muftr’s post, and the three most
important positions held by local personages under Ottoman
rule would be theirs: naqib al-ashraf, mufti and sheikh al-
haram. No wonder they became the most important family in
Jerusalem and perhaps in all of Palestine.

For a short while it looked as if all this glory would fall to
the Alamis. In January 1733, when Muhib al-Din of the
Ghudayyas died and his son Amin was appointed in his place



as naqib al-ashrat of Jerusalem, the Alamis moved into action.
Amin was a pleasant man, but even his family recognized that
he did not have the necessary qualities to serve as naqgib. As
soon as it became known that he had failed to settle a feud
between two city families, the Alamis began to agitate for the
post. They bribed the Grand Vizier and the governor of
Damascus, and with their support obtained it.

It took Abd al-Latif twelve years of continuous effort to
wrest the prestigious position from his rivals. Bribery, intrigue
and considerable personal charisma restored the Ghudayyas to
the apex of the local hierarchy. Having won this position, Abd
al-Latif launched a successful dynasty that would drop the
name ‘Ghudayya’ and adopt that of the fugitive naqib — ‘al-
Husayni’. This dynasty would lead Palestinian society for the
next two and a half centuries, up to the present day.

Appropriating the name and lineage of another clan
requires great ingenuity and the ability to exploit uncertain
political circumstances. It is unclear exactly when this
happened, but thanks to Adel Mana’a we do have the
genealogy that was used to create the family’s new identity. It
is hard to determine whether it was a deliberate takeover of
another family’s lineage, as one would be inclined to imagine,
or an error due to the families having an ancestor with the
same name back in the seventeenth century. The rebellious
naqib al-ashraf was the head of the Wafa’i Husaynis, and he
had a great-grandfather by the name of Abd al-Kader ibn al-
Karim al-Din. The Ghudayyas also had a great-grandfather by
that name.

The Ghudayyas’ lineage was fairly lackluster compared to
that of the Wafa’i Husayni. The latter family arrived in
Jerusalem in the early fourteenth century, with a family tree
stretching back to the Prophet Muhammad — to be precise, to
Hussein, the son of Ali, husband of the Prophet’s daughter
Fatima. A direct line of succession leads from Hussein to one
Muhammad Badr al-Din, who made his way in the fourteenth
century from the Arabian Peninsula to Jerusalem and built a
house in Wadi al-Nusur on the city’s outskirts.



The Wafa’i Husaynis appear in records from the sixteenth
century onwards, and they are certainly not the forefathers of
today’s Husaynis but rather their adoptive ancestors. Another
theory ascribes to them a different, anonymous ancestry. There
evidently was a hiatus in the grand ‘family history’ that was
doubtless quoted and repeated whenever the family’s fortunes
either faltered or rose to new heights."" The adoption of the
new family name was followed by closer ties with Jerusalem
families of more esteemed lineage. Daughters were married to
the sons of the al-Khalidi and Jarallah families, considered to
be the noblest in the city. In this way the family kept its
position in the front rank of the city’s notables, even if it did
not always retain all three leading posts in Jerusalem.

It appears that the name change had already taken place by
the 1770s, when Abd al-Latif was in his forties. Documents
show that by that time he was already a respected figure — rais
al-Quds ayn aayanuha (the leader of Jerusalem and its
notables), as he was dubbed by contemporary historian al-
Muradi. Abd al-Latif was famous for his generosity and
modesty. And though al-Muradi lavished such praise on
almost every notable, in this case he offered various
testimonies to back it up. Abd al-Latif served his guests with
his own hands, reported the amazed al-Muradi, ‘and always
smiled at his children and preferred the poor over the rich’. He
was renowned beyond the confines of the city as one who
provided food for pilgrims and indigent visitors. The poets of
the time, al-Muradi goes on to say, sang his praises in their
poems. "

We have a slightly different version of the story about the
name. Butrus Abu-Manneh proposes opening the narrative not
with the Ghudayya clan but with Abd al-Latif’s father, the
scion of an important family whose name is unknown, because
prior to the eighteenth century, Abu-Manneh claims, people
did not use surnames."

Members of the family, however, have asked that we begin
their history with the Prophet Muhammad, since the link
between the Husaynis and the Prophet’s family was the basis



for their claim to a senior position in Palestine — and who is to
say that this claim is or is not valid? Max Weber argues that
the identity of a given organization is the sum of its subjective
and objective definitions. During most of the period covered in
this account, the local population accepted the Husaynis’ claim
to notability, and this acceptance was used to advance its
status. Towards the end of the period, however, the situation
changed — by the late Ottoman era, and a fortiori in our time, a
family’s lineage is of secondary importance.

We cannot tell if the Ghudayyas’ claim of having
descended from the Wafa’i family, whose positions they
inherited, was a deliberate act. Be that as it may, it was a very
proud claim. The Wafa’is owned, among other properties, the
zawiyya that bore their name: al zawiyya al-wafa’iyya. This
was a room, usually in the corner of a mosque, for the
accommodation of the dervishes, who with their unkempt
beards and worn sandals slept on straw mats and subsisted on
charity. The Wafa’i zawiyya was exceptionally highly
regarded, because it was also known as ‘dar al-Mua’wiyya’,
after the khalif al-Mua’wiyya, who had stayed there with his
daughter Fatima. A stone memorial engraved with her name
still stands there. It was in this zawiyya that the Wafa’i Sufi
order came into being."

In the latter half of the eighteenth century, the various
accounts converge into one that describes the rise of the
Husaynis in parallel with the decreasing power of the Ottoman
center. This enabled the family not only to win the most
important posts in the city but also to wield influence in the
religious and secular centers of power. The post of the nagib
was theirs for a while, and the function itself grew in
importance in the latter half of the eighteenth century; it was
equal and in certain cases, as we shall see in our narrative,
even greater than that of Istanbul’s official representatives. By
that time, the Husaynis were unquestionably one of the leading
notable families together with the al-Khalidis, the Jarallahs,
the al-Jama’is and others. But the post of the nagib was not
assured, and the Husaynis would lose it from time to time.



Nevertheless, in any history of Jerusalem from the eighteenth
century onward, they figure more centrally than any other
family or clan."



CHAPTER 1

The Making of a Family
From al-Ghudayya to al-Husayni

On the first day of the year 1765, Mehmet Aga, the chief
eunuch in the harem of the sultan, was awakened by a strong
but pleasant odor. It was the scent of soap, familiar to him ever
since that ‘Arab Abd al-Latif” (Abd al-Latif II) was appointed
naqib al-ashraf in Jerusalem. The latter had a small soap
manufactory in Jerusalem, and many in the palace had become
partial to its soaps and vials of rose water. The chief eunuch
was especially fond of soaking in a rose water bath, but his
supply had recently run out. Now he got out of bed as briskly
as his great bulk allowed and prepared to meet Abd al-Latif’s
emissaries. He gave his sleeping servant, a young black
eunuch recently arrived from Egypt, a little kick to wake him
and sent him to the major-domo to help him sort out the
presents intended for the various dignitaries who were regular
recipients of Abd al-Latif’s largesse.'

The majordomo found the delegation from Jerusalem
standing beside the guardhouse that had sprung up near the
eunuchs’ quarters and watching open-mouthed as builders and
masons completed the conversion of the harem from a
traditional Ottoman structure into a baroque-rococo one.”

Abd al-Latif’s son Abdullah was the delegation’s leader.
After the usual greetings, he addressed the chief eunuch as
follows: ‘We urge our glorious son, Mehmet Aga, to do his
utmost to distribute these gifts in accordance with our wishes,
and may Allah prolong his days. To our benefactor, sheikh al-
islam, a chest of soap, a jar of rose water and six head-
coverings ...”



The list went on: former chief gadis, past and present
naqibs al-ashraf of Istanbul, all received one or two fragrant
chests and soft linen caps with the dignitaries’ names
embroidered on them by daughters of the family. As on
previous occasions, Mehmet was asked to obtain receipts
showing that the gifts had reached their destinations. The list
was usually made up of eighteen of the imperial capital’s
dignitaries. Two chests were always assigned to the sheikh al-
islam (who appointed local notables to the highest religious
posts) to make sure he remembered Abd al-Latif’s four sons
and would obtain plum positions for them in the city’s
religious hierarchy.

Abdullah spent several days in the bustling capital and
called on Zayn al-Abidin, Istanbul’s naqib al-ashraf, an exalted
official empowered to appoint and discharge any naqib al-
ashraf in the provincial capitals throughout the empire. Zayn
al-Abidin assured Abdullah that the nigaba — the post of naqgib
al-ashraf of Jerusalem — would remain in the family, or, more
precisely, remain his.” The authorities also confirmed Abdullah
in his post as supervisor of the sanctuary of Nabi Musa.

This time the mission was driven by some urgency: the
governor of Damascus harassed the family by threatening to
pass the nigaba to the Alami family. As noted before, ever
since the appointment of Muhib al-Din al-Ghudayya to the
post of muft, the Alamis had coveted the post and had
actually filled it for a while.

ABD AL-LATIF, FOUNDER OF THE NEW FAMILY

But all that was in the past, and in 1765 Abdullah was thinking
about the future. Would he be able to repeat his father’s
achievements?, he wondered.

Zayn al-Abidin clearly remembered Abdullah’s father. Al-
Qudsi — ‘the Jerusalemite’ — was the nickname of the notable
who sent him chests of fragrant soaps, sweet rose water and
exquisite caps almost every year. The first such delivery
arrived in 1740, accompanied by a letter begging for the post



of naqib to be restored to the Ghudayyas. The letter vilified
not only the Alamis but also their allies the Jarallahs, likewise
one of the grandest families in the city. With amazing
boldness, Abd al-Latif asked not only to have the post of nagib
restored to him but also his father’s old post of sheikh al-
haram, guardian of the city’s holy shrines. The letter was kept
for several years in the Istanbul naqib’s office, until one day
the loyalty of the Ghudayyas during the 1703 uprising was
brought to mind and the decision was made to accede to Abd
al-Latif’s request. Perhaps the sweet scents of the soaps and
rose water helped.’

The letter of appointment arrived in the beginning of
February 1745, and Abdullah could still quote it verbatim: ‘We
hereby command that you be appointed naqib al-ashrat of the
holy places in Jerusalem, Nablus, Gaza, Ramallah and Jenin.
You are to treat respectfully all persons of high lineage. You
are to preserve their legal rights ...” and so on and so forth. It
was signed: ‘In all humility, the Honorable Ottoman nagqib al-
ashraf, Sayyid Zayn al-Abidin.”°

Once he held these two posts, Abd al-Latif’s sphere of
influence stretched beyond Jerusalem. More importantly, the
Alamis could not compete with his status and power. Khalil al-
Muradi, the mufti of Damascus, who knew him personally,
would write that Abd al-Latif controlled every aspect of life in
Jerusalem, so powerful and dominant had he become.” But it
was not blind fortune that preserved Abd al-Latif’s exalted
position — it was his tireless efforts to maintain good relations
with the governor of Damascus and the authorities in Istanbul
that ensured his standing and influence. He followed closely
everything that took place at the sultan’s court, and every
possible opponent of the sultan or the vizier received gifts
from Abd al-Latif.

But times were changing. Abdullah complained to the high
official in Istanbul that the source of the trouble lay in
Damascus. In 1760 the sultan had appointed a new governor of
Damascus, Othman Pasha, a harsh, tyrannical man who had
been sent to the region in order to suppress the revolt of Dahir



al-Umar, dubbed the ‘King of Galilee’ by the Franciscans in
the country. Al-Umar was in fact much more attuned to the
people and less ambitious as a king, but he did become a thorn
in the empire’s side. This young Palestinian sheikh had sprung
up and grown strong in the town of Saffuriya, and with his
personal charm and well-placed bribes he persuaded the
Ottoman authorities to make him governor of Galilee as well
as its imperial tax collector. In 1735 he expanded his rule to
Nazareth, Marj ibn Amr (the Jezreel Valley) and Nablus.*

When al-Umar expanded his sphere of influence, he
threatened the valuable Hajj routes, which provided substantial
revenues from levies on transit and encampment on the
pilgrimage route to Mecca. (They also conferred honor and
prestige on the person who protected the journey of the
believers on their way to perform one of the five basic
commandments of Islam.) Yet despite his grave infringement
of Istanbul’s power, no one could defeat this man. In 1750 he
expanded his rule to include Haifa and Tantura. His success
encouraged other local potentates to encroach on Ottoman
control of the Syrian districts. But it should be understood that
what appeared to be the crumbling of imperial control was in
reality a struggle for the representation of the empire and the
collection of its taxes rather than attempts to displace it as the
sovereign power. When a local potentate sought a larger share
of the tax revenue, he was not actually challenging the empire.
Istanbul’s decentralized, delegated power made such moves
possible; only when the empire began to weaken would the
rules of the game change, and then the central power would try
to deter dominant figures in the provinces from embarking on
independent courses.

Decades before, al-Umar had created enough uncertainty
to allow relief from tax collection and other forms of annoying
governing policies directed from Damascus. This was now
over, and with the help of the new governor Damascus
restored its position as the center of regional authority. At the
time of Abdullah’s visit, the new governor in Damascus began
to show satisfactory results in the attempt to contain Dahir al-



Umar. He succeeded in strengthening Jerusalem’s attachment
to Damascus, and hence to the empire.

But Abdullah complained in Istanbul that the new
governor was more concerned with increasing his own wealth
at the expense of the local notables than in suppressing the
rebellious al-Umar. What Abdullah did not tell his host was
that some months before going to Istanbul, he himself had sent
emissaries to al-Umar in Acre, proposing cooperation against
the tyrannical governor. However, the governor did hear about
it, and forbade Abdullah’s father to leave his house — a
punishment that was still in force for some time after Abdullah
entered the imperial capital. So tyrannical did Damascus’ rule
seem to Abdullah that he would have preferred to let his
beloved city fall into Dahir al-Umar’s hands. Economic
considerations combined with political ones prompted the
family to support the Galilean ruler. Abdullah feared that more
money would be taken by the governor in Damascus than by
al-Umar. Moreover, the family’s fortunes were in decline due
to the 1760 earthquake that shook Jerusalem and, although
causing little loss of life, destroyed many of the family’s
properties.’

Zayn al-Abidin reassured the young man, saying that his
father’s connections in the capital would secure the family’s
predominance in Jerusalem, even if they were at odds with
Damascus. The Istanbul naqgib, like other high imperial
officials, habitually made such promises, not only to the
Ghudayyas but to their rivals. The old imperial method of
divide and rule enabled the central government to maintain
control over its outlying provinces. Still, the family’s great
wealth and generous gifts served to secure an advantage over
its rivals. This was a ruthless competition for limited resources
and properties capable of sustaining only a handful of
aristocratic families in Jerusalem.

The power of these families derived from the income they
received for managing the sanctuaries and for the religious
services they provided to the populace, and they strove to pass
these posts and their properties on to their heirs. Abd al-Latif



succeeded in conferring a prime position on his offspring, and
his son had to work to keep it. The fate of the family hung in
the balance. Since the Ghudayyas’ income came indirectly
from the sultan himself, their lavish gifts were a kind of gquid
pro quo. Since the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent, the
sultans had invested greatly in the holy places in Jerusalem, a
good deal of their investment being in the form of rewards to
the people who looked after the shrines, such as the sheikh al-
haram, the mufti and others. So far as we know, the
Ghudayyas had no sources of income outside the city walls.
Still, the management of holy places and clerical posts was
sufficient to make them wealthy by both contemporary and
modern standards.

Muslim notables such as the Ghudayyas also accrued
economic power from the debts owed to them by the Jewish
and Christian communities. All members of the family lent
money, and the debts increased from one generation to the
next, enriching the family’s capital. Abd al-Latif himself
passed on this kind of financial asset — not unlike modern
bonds or shares — to his son Hassan and his daughter Budriya.
The creditors were also the benefactors and patrons of the non-
Muslim communities in the city. For example, the creditors of
the Jews had the right to veto the community’s chosen leaders.

But there was no satisfying the governor of Damascus: the
accruement of debts meant that the accruement of debts meant
that the Ghudayyas were richer than before, and the governor
thus expected them to pay more taxes. Despite Zayn al-
Abidin’s assurances, Abdullah returned to Jerusalem with a
heavy heart and a premonition that his family could expect a
difficult time. His worries were confirmed as soon as he
returned. Before he had rested from the journey, his family
informed him that the situation had worsened. The governor of
Damascus had openly allied himself with the rival families to
depose Abd al-Latif from his post.

The campaign against Abd al-Latif had begun before
Abdullah’s journey to Istanbul. It was led by the Dajani
family, who headed the Shafi’i school in the city. (Each of the



four canonical Islamic schools of law had its own judiciary.)
The rumor that was spread in the city would not seem
defamatory to us today, but at the time it could seriously
damage Abd al-Latif’s standing. It began with an undeniable
act that was typical of the man. Not far from his house lived
the Jewish rabbi Aharon, who used to beat his son Hayim
mercilessly. Abd al-Latif could not bear to see this and
demanded that the rabbi stop the beatings, and indeed they
stopped. The grateful lad must have decided that only Islam
could save him from his abusive father, and asked to be
converted. But Abd al-Latif refused to convert him. It was
here that the slander began. Some claimed that Abd al-Latif
was not interested in protecting the boy but was motivated by
greed, and that he had been paid handsomely by the leaders of
the Jewish community. Abd al-Latif had no choice but to
petition the court, which decided that he was ‘a religious man
and a true believer’ and that the slander was groundless."

But the campaign went on, and it was only thanks to the
mufti of Damascus, Khalil al-Muradi, Abd al-Latif’s devoted
old friend, that the rival families were unable to carry out their
scheme. The family enterprises were now being run by
Abdullah, since his father was still confined to his house for
the crime of corresponding with the Galilean rebel Dahir al-
Umar. In effect, Abdullah had become the city’s naqib al-
ashraf. Counseled by his friends in Damascus and Istanbul, he
hoped to be successful in the post, which he had wanted but
had not expected to take on so soon."'

In fact, Dahir al-Umar unwittingly saved the family from
the hostile governor of Damascus. In September 1771, he
routed the governor’s army in the Huleh Valley. To replace the
defeated governor, Istanbul appointed Muhammad al-Azm, a
scion of the chief notable family in Damascus, with whom the
Ghudayyas had cordial relations. Al-Azm was no more
successful than his predecessor in the fight against Dahir al-
Umar, who continued to expand his kingdom. In 1773 al-Umar
seized the entire area west of the Jordan (from the Litani River



in the north to Bir Saba in the south); only Jerusalem and its
environs remained under effective Ottoman rule.

Fortunately for Jerusalem, al-Umar had no interest in the
city, but he did take a brief interest in the Ghudayyas. He
believed that their status as a leading family — possibly already
known as the Husaynis — could be useful to him in the regional
power play. He therefore sent the heads of the family a letter
asking them to mediate between him and Damascus."” The
family only rarely supported rebels against Ottoman rule;
mostly they remained loyal to the central government, and
they did so in this case too. In any event, Dahir al-Umar’s rise
did not force them to become involved in regional political
machinations, and since their local rivals showed no interest in
the matter, they felt no need to deal with such a mighty force
as Dahir al-Umar.

In November 1773, a new local figure successfully
challenged both al-Umar and Istanbul. This was Ahmad al-
Jazzar, or ‘Cezzar Ahmet’ as he was known in Turkish. (Since
he knew no Arabic, it would be appropriate to call him by his
Turkish name, but we will use his more common Arabic
name.) Al-Jazzar would become a major figure in the region.
He quickly rose from being a mercenary soldier to the position
of provincial governor, betraying others who helped him along
the way, such as Dahir al-Umar. During his ascent to power he
visited Jerusalem, but we have no evidence of any contact with
the Ghudayyas.

Dahir al-Umar and al-Jazzar were part of a general
challenge from within to the empire’s authority in the Middle
East. In the 1770s Istanbul was hard-pressed by its prolonged,
bloody war with expansionist Russia, and this encouraged
potentates in the provinces to try to unseat their Ottoman
overlords. In Palestine, this new reality was manifested in a
constant struggle for the land amongst Egyptian rulers, who
gradually seceded from the empire, and ambitious governors
in Damascus, Saida and Beirut.

Al-Jazzar added a new regional center, the city of Acre,
which was responsible for most of Syria’s southern regions.



After consolidating his role, al-Jazzar, in the service of the
empire, succeeded in containing the Egyptian drive into
Palestine.

During those years of regional strife, Jerusalem was not
sought after by any of the warring parties. Nevertheless, its
inhabitants were prey to more zealous tax collection every
time one of the rivals gained the upper hand. However,
because of all the confusion and ambiguity, this meant
escaping the need to pay customary annual taxes. The city was
also immune to the destruction wreaked by invading armies on
towns in the adjoining districts of Jaffa, Gaza and Ramla. This
urban space was quite often a battlefield for the belligerents.

These troubled times were relatively short and came to an
end in the mid-1770s. During those years of unrest, the
Husaynis, like other urban notables, were more concerned
with financial matters than local politics. They were affected
by the Ottoman monetary reform declared in the late
seventeenth century, but only many years later. Until 1690
most of the Ottoman economy had been based on foreign
rather than local currency, which limited the government’s
ability to control its economy in the capitalist era, and the
frequent wars in the late seventeenth century had further
depleted the treasury. They decided to base the economy on a
new imperial currency, the akce, a silver coin later replaced by
the piastre. People began to buy the new currency from the
government, paying in old specie, but the government
preferred jewelry, diamonds and the like. The notables were
ordered to hand over silver objects, as the metal was needed to
mint the new imperial coins. The inhabitants of all the cities

were obliged to pay for the Ottoman currency with gems and
gold."

The regional and local agitation subsided once Istanbul
ended its long, bloody war with Russia with a peace treaty in
1774. With the capital at peace, it was possible to concentrate
on pacifying the provinces. Al-Jazzar’s position was solidified
alongside a loyal governor in Damascus.



In that year of relative calm, Abd al-Latif’s health began to
decline. Perhaps he was worn out by the struggle against the
governor of Damascus in addition to the rivalry with the other
great families. But his failing health had to be kept secret.
While Abdullah conducted most of his father’s business, by all
appearances Abd al-Latif was still the city’s naqib al-ashraf.

He finally died in 1775, aged eighty-one (though some
sources say he was ninety years old). The funeral was low-key.
His body was placed in a casket and followed by the family
and close friends. Dervishes and sheikhs bearing palm fronds
murmured prayers, and everyone called out repeatedly: ‘There
is no God but Allah!” The casket was taken to the Haram al-
Sharif, where it was placed on a stone plinth for people to
walk past it before it was taken to the cemetery facing the
Mount of Olives."*

While walking down to the cemetery, Abd al-Latif’s four
sons discussed the future and shared out their father’s posts
without dispute. Two of them will appear later in our narrative
as they were the ones who were given a role in public life:
Abdullah and Hassan. The other two were not given any posts
or particular honors (their part of the family played no role in
the public life of Jerusalem or Palestine but instead followed
private careers in business or the sciences). Abdullah inherited
the nigaba, which would remain in the family for a long time.
In 1776 he was also appointed Sheikh al-Haram, a position
that had always been in the family (that is, in the
‘appropriated” Wafa’i family). However, Hassan had to wait
five years for his post, and only in 1780, at the age of thirty-
eight, was he appointed mufti of Jerusalem. Now the family
had almost complete control of Jerusalem’s religious and
social systems.

Before the eighteenth century came to an end, the family
would once again have to defend its prominence in the city. It
was thanks to Hassan and his brothers that the family made it
through this challenge.

HASSAN AL-HUSAYNI: THE MAKING OF A FAMILY NARRATIVE



Towards the end of the eighteenth century, Hassan al-Husayni
finished writing The Biographies of the Jerusalemite Families
in the I12th Hijra Century, the histories of forty-three
Jerusalem notables of his time. He had labored for over a year
on this composition about ‘the Jerusalemites’, including his
own family. A few years later, the mufii of Damascus, Khalil
al-Muradi, wrote a directory of the notables in his district,
modeling it on that of Hassan. A hundred and fifty years later
the two books would end up at the British Museum Library
and enable modern historians to trace the history of the Arab-
Ottoman elite of the Greater Syria area.”

With these two books the family’s takeover of the al-
Husayni al-Wafa’i lineage became a fait accompli, and its
members could proudly hang a drawing of their family tree in
the entrance halls of their homes, as was customary among
notable families in Palestine.'® But Hassan did more than that.
He studied a variety of other subjects. The post of mufti
required considerable learning — his rulings allowed him to
interpret and expound on Islamic law (the Shari‘a). His
interpretations were rulings (fatwa) sent to those who asked
questions about Islam, and they relied on precedents or
Muslim religious texts or occasionally on the mufti’s own
inclinations. Hassan’s familiarity with the intricacies of
Muslim religious rules was famous throughout the region, and
many students from al-Azhar University visited him and
consulted his library. Hassan owed his great learning to his
father, who had not only hired local religious scholars for his
studious son but had also sent him, at the tender age of
thirteen, to study with the leading al-Azhar scholars of his
time. He spent 1755 and 1756 in Egypt and was so impressed
by one of his tutors that before returning to his country he
composed a short poem in his praise. His education at home
and abroad introduced him not only to Islamic learning but
also to Ottoman culture. In time, Hassan would write his
memoirs and name all his teachers and mentors."’

During the 1770s and 1780s Hassan was able to devote
himself to religious scholarship because his brother Abdullah



was still managing the affairs of the family. Abdullah’s
successful trip to Istanbul had ensured good relations with the
sultan’s court in the Ottoman capital. Nevertheless, it would
have been impossible to sustain the family’s political standing
without recourse to Hassan’s religious status. Whenever it
seemed that the rulers of Damascus, the al-Azm family, were
plotting against the Husaynis, it fell to Hassan to tackle the
problem. And indeed he not only managed to sort out
difficulties with Damascus but also established such good
relations with the al-Azms that he became an informal adviser
to the Syrian governor.

The most notable political event in the lives of Hassan and
Abdullah was the failed attempt, in about 1790, by other
notable families to dispossess them of their official posts. It
was only a matter of time before such an attempt would be
made. Throughout the eighteenth century no single family held
such a position in the city. It was no secret that this was due to
alliances with Damascus and Istanbul. To maintain their
position it was necessary to win the trust of the local gadi, then
the approval of the governor of Damascus and finally that of
Istanbul’s naqib al-ashraf. The latter would not confirm an
appointment without a magnificent gift, and the list of people
expecting largesse kept growing longer. It reached a point
where the family had to employ a regular agent in Istanbul to
deliver boxes of soaps and vials of perfume to any person with
potential influence on the family’s position. Needless to say,
the rival families envied the Husaynis’ wealth, because it was
impossible to satisfy the greed of all the senior functionaries in
the Ottoman capital without considerable means. The
Husaynis’ ability to obtain the post of nagib was especially
impressive because, although it passed from father to son and
was in theory an appointment for life, it had to be confirmed
annually. It especially rankled that the appointment was
supposedly approved by all the notables of Jerusalem, whether
they agreed or not. They would all be summoned to the
courtyard of the Hanbaliya mosque in the city to hear the town
crier announce the appointment of a Husayni to the post.



So strong had the family become that inevitably some of
the other notables resented it. The most hostile was the al-
Khalidi family (with a reputed and well-established lineage
that could be traced back to the Prophet Muhammad and a
high position in the city and beyond) when it was headed by
Sheikh Musa al-Khalidi. Musa was not only a greatly
respected alim (religious scholar) with good connections in
Damascus and Istanbul; he had climbed higher than any
Jerusalemite in the Ottoman hierarchy and become a chief gadi
of Anatolia, second only to the Sheikh al-Islam, the empire’s
Grand Mufti. Musa al-Khalidi was well positioned to harm the
Husaynis now and then, and to close ranks with the other
families.

The year 1790 was an especially tense one in the city. The
list of recipients of gifts in Istanbul had grown inordinately
long and included persons who were potentially, though not
actually, powerful. At first the Khalidis succeeded in removing
the Husaynis from their three important posts. Their main
allies were the Alamis and al-Jama’is. They got a member of
the Alami family appointed as naqib al-ashraf in place of
Abdullah, and brought about the dismissal of Hassan from the
post of mufti and of one of his brothers from the post of sheikh
al-haram. The Alami notable Muhib al-Din was a suitable
candidate for the post of nagib, which both his father and
grandfather had filled. As for Hassan’s replacement there was
some poetic justice in it, since the latter had been the most
serious candidate for the post of mufii when Hassan was
appointed to it in 1780." Hassan had observed in his book
about Jerusalem’s notables that this man was among the best
qualified for the highest posts in the city. Then Hassan himself
became mufti, and nine years elapsed before he was displaced
by his rival.

However, like the displacement of his brothers, this
setback did not last long. Hassan remained in Jerusalem while
his brothers lived in exile in Homs. But for two individuals so
entrenched in regional politics, exile was a high road to their
return to Jerusalem. To create the impression that they were in



the authorities’ good books, the two spread rumors that they
had the support of the governor of Damascus before they
actually had it. Once they actually obtained it, their way home
was open."”

We lack sufficient information to reconstruct the exact
circumstances in which the Husaynis recovered their dominant
positions in Jerusalem in 1796. Presumably lavish gifts and
good contacts helped restore the family to its former status.
That year most of the notables went to the gadi and the city’s
governor to declare their support for Hassan. As soon as
Hassan was appointed, they all — even his opponents — came to
congratulate him, since he was now in a position to harm them
and, even more important, to protect them from the whims of
the governor and the gadi.

The gadi sometimes ignored the custom of allowing the
members of a notable family to be judged solely by their
peers. Only a strong nagib could prevent such an indignity. In
its turn, the government demanded that Hassan put a stop to
some of the notables’ habit of wearing the white tarbush with
the green stripe, which was officially the prerogative of
Istanbul-appointed judges. This habit was widespread in other
provinces too, and it infuriated the Ottoman administration. In
past centuries this prestigious tarbush had been worn by all
notables, thus giving rise to the misunderstanding. This stylish
vogue was viewed as deliberate defiance of the imperial
power, and the naqgib was expected to maintain the delicate
balance between local pride and the honor of the central
authority.

Abdullah died in July 1797, and his son inherited the
nigaba. But the new appointee died after a few months, and the
post passed to his brother, who also died soon after assuming
the nigaba.”® And so once again Hassan stood in the mosque of
al-Aqgsa to hear the gadi declare before the multitude: ‘We
have accepted the recommendation of the notables of
Jerusalem, who have chosen you, Hassan ibn Abd al-Latif, to
be naqib, like your father and grandfather before you.



Knowing of your good qualities and abilities, we appoint you
accordingly.”'

The series of misfortunes that had led up to the rise of
Hassan doubtless aroused suspicions that he had had
something to do with it, but no one dared to express them in
public and they were probably groundless. When Umar, the
son of one of the boys who died in 1797, reached the proper
age, Hassan passed the post of the nagib to him. Theirs was a
complex relationship: Umar was not only Hassan’s nephew, he
was also his grandson, being the son of Hassan’s daughter who
had married his nephew. Such matches were customary in
those days, and no one discredited their motives. Certainly the
clan as a whole had no doubts about the revered sheikh.

The reversals in the family’s status reflected upheavals in
the empire, and times of uncertainty and transition prompted
people to change the ground rules. The stable, continuous
regime in Istanbul ended, and a period of instability ensued. A
new century began in which the Middle East would change
almost beyond recognition, plunged into a maelstrom of wars
and revolutions that continue to the present day. The drama
was so high that one would have expected it to drastically alter
the life of the Jerusalemites in general, and the Husyanis in
particular. But continuity rather than transformation seemed to
be the rule in those anxious times.

The high drama in the empire began in 1789 with the
accession of Sultan Selim III, who ruled until 1807. He dared
to challenge some of the more conservative power bases of the
empire — the military and religious institutions — and thus
destabilized the center. As always in such critical situations,
the small players on the regional stage had to exercise the
utmost caution and exert the greatest effort. Both camps in
Istanbul demanded that these regional players commit to a
side.

Which brings us back to Hassan sitting in his library,
reconstructing the genealogies of Jerusalem’s notables. While
the enterprise satisfied his intellectual curiosity, it was also
driven by the exigencies of the rivalry in Jerusalem.



Responding to Istanbul’s demand for loyalty, the family now
asked to be paid in advance for its support. Hassan wrote to
the naqib al-ashraf in Istanbul, asking that the sultan approve
all of the family’s posts, so as to consolidate its religious and
social standing. Hassan sought to persuade the great nagib that
the Husaynis’ lineage was not inferior to that of the Khalidis.
The latter’s name, as has been noted, was engraved in the
collective consciousness as pure and proven. Hassan’s highly
regarded books, and later al-Muradi’s prospography, had
completed the usurpation of the lineage of the al-Husayni al-
Wafa’i. The sultan’s renewed recognition was thus needed not
only for reappointment but also as a final unqualified
recognition of the new family name. ‘After almost a hundred
years in which the family has filled such important posts,’
Hassan wrote in his letter to the naqib al-ashrat of Istanbul
(which was accompanied by an especially generous gift), ‘it
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