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Abstract

This study analyzes how inter-religious relations influenced the formation and
transformation of the political identity of Bayt al-Maqdis throughout the four centuries
of Ottoman rule (1516-1917). Context and Objective: As a city of strategic and
religious significance, Bayt al-Maqdis transitioned from a stable imperial center to a
focal point of international conflict during the Ottoman period. The primary objective
of this paper is to explain this transition by examining the pivotal role of the
relationships among the Muslim, Christian, and Jewish communities. Methodology:
Employing a historical-analytical approach with a focus on primary sources,
particularly the records of the Sharia Court of al-Quds (sijillat al-mahkama al-
shar'iyya), this research investigates the legal, social, and political mechanisms
governing these interactions. Findings: The findings indicate that the city's political
identity evolved through two distinct phases. During the classical period (16th-18th
centuries), the millet system and the judicial authority of the Sharia Court provided a
framework for a "managed coexistence," which consolidated Ottoman politico-cultural
hegemony. However, in the late period (19th century), influenced by factors such as
the Tanzimat reforms, the political intervention of European powers under the pretext
of protecting minorities, and the competition among modern educational institutions
(missionary and state-sponsored), inter-religious relations became intensely
politicized. Conclusion: This study argues that the political identity of Bayt al-Maqdis
was not static but was a dynamic construct shaped by the dialectic between the
empire's internal order and external pressures. The politicization of inter-religious
relations was the key factor in transforming the city's identity from a local-imperial
one to a contested, international one.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Bayt al-Maqdis (Jerusalem), as a city of profound religious and strategic importance for
Islam, Christianity, and Judaism, underwent a fundamental transformation during four
centuries of Ottoman rule (1516-1917). It evolved from a relatively stable, integrated
imperial center into a primary locus of international conflict, a shift that profoundly
reshaped its political identity and its role in West Asia. The paradox of this
transformation—from a managed provincial capital to a focal point of the "Eastern
Question"—Ilies at the heart of this research. While historical accounts often focus on
macro-political events or architectural developments, they frequently overlook the
granular, socio-legal dynamics that defined the city's internal life. This study addresses
this gap by investigating the pivotal role of inter-religious relations among the Muslim,
Christian, and Jewish communities in this process. The central research objective is to
explain how these relations, which were once a cornerstone of imperial stability became
a catalyst for political contestation and international intervention. The core argument
posits that the city's political identity was not a static entity but a dynamic social
construct, shaped by the dialectic between the internal regulatory mechanisms of the
Ottoman Empire and the escalating external pressures from European powers.

2. Methodology

This research employs a historical-analytical methodology, moving beyond a descriptive
narrative to dissect the underlying mechanisms of political and social change. The
analysis is primarily grounded in primary archival sources, most notably the records of
the Sharia Court of al-Quds (sijillat al-mahkama al-shar'iyya). These court records offer
an unparalleled micro-historical lens into the daily interactions, economic transactions,
and legal disputes among the city's diverse inhabitants. Unlike official state chronicles
that reflect the perspective of the ruling elite, the sijillat provide empirical evidence of
how imperial policies were implemented, negotiated, and contested at the local level.
They reveal the intricate legal and social frameworks that governed inter-communal life,
making them an indispensable source for a "history from below." This archival research
is supplemented by an analysis of Ottoman official decrees (firmans), consular reports
from European powers, and foundational secondary sources. Conceptually, 'political
identity' is treated not as a fixed essence but as a fluid construct, continuously shaped and
reshaped through power relations and cultural contestations. Accordingly, 'inter-religious
relations' are analyzed on two intersecting levels: the practical, day-to-day coexistence
within shared urban spaces, and the highly politicized competition over sacred sites and
cultural influence.
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4. Discussion

The findings reveal that the evolution of the city's political identity occurred in two
distinct phases. During the classical Ottoman period (16th-18th centuries), this identity
was forged within a framework of "managed coexistence," underpinned by two key
imperial institutions: the millet system and the Sharia Court. The millet system granted
religious communities a degree of legal autonomy in matters of personal status,
effectively managing diversity while reinforcing the hierarchical structure of the empire.
Concurrently, the Sharia Court served as the central pillar of this order, acting as the
ultimate legal authority for all subjects, including non-Muslims who voluntarily used its
services for commercial and civil disputes. This dual system created a stable, local-
imperial identity where communal distinctions were recognized but contained within an
overarching Ottoman-Islamic political and legal hegemony.

The 19th century marked a radical shift, characterized by the intense politicization of
inter-religious relations and the internationalization of the city's status. This transition
was driven by several interconnected factors. First, the Ottoman Tanzimat reforms, while
intended to modernize the empire and create a common Ottoman citizenship,
inadvertently opened new avenues for communal competition and European
intervention. Second, European powers, particularly Russia (as protector of the
Orthodox) and France (as protector of the Catholics), increasingly used the pretext of
protecting Christian minorities to advance their geopolitical interests in the Levant. This
external interference systematically eroded Ottoman sovereignty and transformed local
disputes, such as the "Question of the Holy Places," into major international crises like
the Crimean War. Third, the cultural landscape became a political battleground. The
proliferation of Christian missionary schools and modern Jewish institutions, backed by
foreign powers, functioned as instruments of soft power, challenging the traditional
educational and social order. The Ottoman state responded strategically by establishing
its own modern schools (mekteb-i riisdiyye and mekteb-i idadi) to cultivate a new
generation loyal to the state ideology of "Ottomanism." This educational rivalry turned
the choice of a school into a political statement, further deepening communal divisions.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study concludes that the political identity of Bayt al-Maqdis was not monolithic but
evolved in direct response to the changing nature of inter-religious dynamics. The
primary finding is that the politicization of these relations, fueled by the convergence of
internal Ottoman weakness and external European imperial ambitions, was the key
catalyst in transforming the city's identity. It shifted from a local-imperial one, defined
and managed within the Ottoman framework, to a contested, international one, where
local allegiances became entangled with global power politics. The mechanisms of
managed coexistence that had ensured stability for centuries broke down, replaced by a
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competitive dynamic where religious identity became the primary vehicle for political
claims. This historical process did not end with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire;
rather, it laid the foundational grievances, competing narratives, and geopolitical
frameworks that continue to define the conflicts over the city's identity and sovereignty
in the contemporary era.
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