CHAPTER 2

Some Background

Abstract Provides background on the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif’s
religious history within Judaism and Islam, and of the early development
of Zionism and Palestinian nationalism.
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A TALE oF Two RELIGIONS

While no doubt most people are familiar with the appearance of the
Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif, either from personal experience or
because of the pervasiveness of its image, it nonetheless behooves us to
begin discussion by describing the actual structure. Its physical shape
is actually quite straightforward, the dominant feature being the rec-
tangular platform that comprises its foundation. It is located upon the
northern extension of a series of hills in eastern Jerusalem, bordered
on the east by the relatively steep Kidron Valley and on the west by an
imperceptibly shallow valley known as the Tyropoeon, which divides the
ground level of the platform from the rest of the Old City. The perim-
eter basically consists of walls made up of massive stones, with its eastern
and southern boundaries corresponding to a section of the Old City’s
borders. Visually and architecturally, the structure is certainly impres-
sive, its most dominant structure, without question, being the Dome
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of the Rock, which rests on the upper platform of the Haram al-Sharif
(Fig. 2.1). Dating back to the seventh century, it houses the bedrock,
or sakhrah, from whence Muhammad allegedly ascended to heaven on
his night journey. The lower platform of the Haram al-Sharif, which
extends outward from all sides of the upper platform, contains the al-
Agsa Mosque—in English, literally “the farthest mosque”—a reference
to the Qur’anic story of Muhammad’s night journey to heaven, which
began with a journey from the nearest mosque (in Mecca) to the farthest
mosque (in Jerusalem) (sura 17:1).

Both Jews and Muslims perceive the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif
as existing on what renowned historian of religion Mircea Eliade char-
acterizes as a kind of “sacred mountain,” the reason why (in the Jewish
tradition) it remained uncovered by the great flood.! It stands at the
navel of the world, the omphalos? and is a “supremely creational place,
because the source of all reality and consequently of energy and life is
to be found there.”® As such, it is also the place where this world was
birthed—just as “the embryo proceeds from the navel onwards, so God
began to create the world from its navel onward.”* It is the point at

Fig. 2.1 Aerial view of the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif
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which heaven and earth meet, a “shadow of heavenly manifestation”®
reflective of the divine presence—the place where one might attain a
level of intimacy with God unachievable elsewhere.® Numerous religious
traditions are associated with the site, though given that Judaism ante-
cedes Islam by over a millennium, we might first consider those per-
taining to the former, some of which correspond to events held to have
taken place well before the construction of the Temple. Notable in this
respect is the site’s association with Mount Mariah, where Abraham is
believed to have demonstrated his willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac.”
Of greater importance, of course, are those traditions that speak of the
site’s later consecration by King David, the construction of the First
Temple by his son Solomon,? and its destruction by the Chaldeans, or
Neo-Babylonians in 586 B.C.E. While some have questioned whether
in fact a First Temple actually existed—the archaeological evidence is
inconclusive on this count?—the existence of a Second Temple, during
the time of King Herod (of New Testament fame), is beyond dispute!®
(Fig. 2.2); it met a similar fate as the First Temple, though this time at
the hands of the Romans, in 70 C.E. At the heart of both Temples was
the Holy of Holies, the inner sanctuary, where—according to biblical

Fig. 2.2 Recreation of Herod’s Temple—Israeli Museum
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tradition—the Ark of the Covenant containing the tablets of the original
Ten Commandments was located. This was ultimately the basis of its per-
ceived holiness, inasmuch as it was believed that the Ark contained the
Divine Presence, or Shekhinah. Correspondingly, only the High Priest—a
member of the Levitical'! priesthood—was permitted to enter the Holy
of Holies.!? This last point, it should be noted, remains highly relevant,
as even until how, it has greatly influenced how religious Jews approach
the Temple Mount: Inasmuch as there is no way to know what was the
exact layout of the Temple, and given that only a Levitical priest was per-
mitted to enter the Holy of Holies, most religious Jews avoid exploring
at least certain portions of the surface of the Temple Mount to avoid
possibly straying into the prohibited precinct.!® This might explain in
part why, by the Ottoman period, Jewish pilgrimage to and worship at
the site came to focus on the Western or “Wailing” Wall (in Hebrew,
the Kotel Maaravi), the exposed section of huge limestone blocks on the
western flank, traditionally held to be the remnants of the retaining wall
of the Second Temple destroyed by the Romans, and where it is believed
that God’s Shekhinah currently resides.!*

This is not to say that the Temple itself became irrelevant to how reli-
gious Jews, or even Jews in general, understand their faith and identity.
Yet whereas historically its significance had been defined by its status as
“the primary ritual center for the Jews in the land of Israel,”!® its impor-
tance soon came to be understood in a more figurative sense, one reflec-
tive of the lived reality of Jews as members of a Diaspora population.
The Temple, or more precisely, the idea of one day rebuilding it, became
symbolic of the possibility of future redemption and the establishment
of' a more just society, a vision—it should be noted given the later rise of
Zionism (concerning which, more below)—that could be understood in
both a secular and a religious context. As expressed by the Jewish scholar
Hava Lazarus Yafeh,

the hopes for rebuilding the Temple and Jerusalem and the restoration of
the Davidic dynasty has become associated with the more general eschato-
logical hopes for a golden messianic age, the redemption of Israel and all
mankind, and the eternal prophetic search for justice, righteousness, piety,
charity, and peace.1®

In trying to understand the Temple Mount’s later importance as a secular
symbol—in line with late-nineteenth-/twentieth-century Zionism—the
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circumstances underlying the expulsion of the Jews from Palestine shortly
after the Second Temple’s destruction merit consideration. Resentful
of Roman rule, a movement for Jewish independence emerged in 132
under Simon Bar Kosiba, better known as Bar Kokhba. It was brutally
suppressed by the Romans roughly 3 years later, after which the Jewish
presence in Jerusalem and its environs was completely eliminated.l” In
an effort to remove any association between the province of Judea and
the Jewish people, the Romans renamed the territory “Palestina,” after
the Philistines who had inhabited the land prior to them, and rebuilt
Jerusalem as a pagan city, renaming it Aclia Capitolina.!® Though consti-
tuting a scattered people (the Diaspora) for the next 2000 years, within
the context of Zionist/Israeli nationalist discourse, the Jews were none-
theless understood as having continued to comprise a unique “continu-
ous nation,” one moreover that had remained “faithful to their covenant
and promised land.”!” Numerous Jewish customs would come to reflect
this sense of connection to what many Jews came to refer to as Eretz
Israel, the “Land of Israel”: the mentioning of the returning to and
rebuilding of Jerusalem in the blessings at the end of meals; the leaving
of a corner of one’s home unfinished; the smashing of glass during the
wedding ceremony; and the inclusion of soil from the Holy Land at bur-
ial. The destruction of the Temple was an important aspect of this pro-
cess of remembrance, hence the fasting by religious Jews on Tisha B’Av,
the anniversary of its ruin.?? It is not entirely surprising then that for the
more secularly minded Jew of the late nineteenth /twentieth century, the
Temple Mount came to hold a symbolic value of great import, reflective
of their people’s historical connection to Eretz Israel. Indeed, for many
Jews, it constituted undeniable proof of it.

For Muslims, the site occupied by the Haram al-Sharif—comprising the
Dome of the Rock, al-Agsa Mosque, and the surrounding precincts—con-
stitutes the third holiest site in Islam after Mecca and Medina. As briefly
referenced above, according to Islamic religious tradition, Muhammad
rode his winged horse, Buraq, to Jerusalem, from whence he ascended
from the sakhrab stone to heaven with the archangel Gabriel. On this jour-
ney, Muhammad supposedly saw all of the prophets, including Abraham,
and received from God the five obligatory prayers such as dictate the reli-
gious lives of Muslims.?! The early Muslim community, in fact, regularly
prayed toward Jerusalem’s Haram until it became evident to Muhammad
that he was not going to convert the extant Jewish population in Arabia, at
which point the direction of prayer was changed to Mecca.??
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Jerusalem came under Muslim rule very shortly after Muhammad’s
death, in 637, in what was essentially a bloodless conquest under the
caliph ‘Umar ibn Al-Khattab.?? Almost immediately, Jerusalem’s new
rulers took great interest in the Temple Mount. The French pilgrim
Arculf, who visited the city around 670, for instance, reported that
a small wooden mosque had already been long established on the site
by then.?* It was the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd Al-Malik, however, who, in
692, commissioned the construction of the Dome of the Rock and al-
Agsa Mosque. While there is considerable historical debate concerning
at what point the tradition relating the site to Muhammad’s night jour-
ney actually became established,?® what does seem clear is that almost
from the start, Muslims had a strong appreciation of its overall religious
importance, in large part on the basis of Jewish traditions associated with
it,26 for instance, those related to the binding of Isaac by Abraham.?”
More importantly, the construction of the Dome of the Rock signified
Islam’s appropriation of the site (and by extension, of Jerusalem), a way
of signaling the arrival of a new faith, one entirely different from and
superior to Judaism and Christianity. Such intention is evident not only
in its location, but also in the building’s very structure, which took the
form, not of a traditional mosque, but of a Byzantine reliquary, such
that it ended up greatly resembling the Church of the Holy Sepulcher
which it overlooks; likewise, the Qur’anic inscription gracing its walls,
which mimics the Nicene Creed?®: “Say God is one, God the eternal,
he has not begotten, nor is he begotten, and there is no one comparable
to him” (sura 112:1-4).2° It was not long before the Haram al-Sharif
became an important pilgrimage site for Muslims.3® Worth mention-
ing given later developments is that, from a Muslim perspective, the
Haram al-Sharif is inclusive of the Western Wall, believed to be where
Muhammad hitched his supernatural steed Buraq during his aforemen-
tioned night journey, hence why Muslims often refer to it as al-Buraq.3!

A TALE OF Two NATIONALISMS

For the purposes of our discussion, some background is also neces-
sary concerning Zionism and Arab nationalism. Regarding the former,
perhaps the simplest and most rudimentary definition is that it encom-
passes the idea that the Jewish people constitute a nation in a secular
sense. Correspondingly, those who initially embraced the movement
were largely secular, not least the individual generally considered most
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responsible for getting Zionism off the ground, Theodor Herzl.3? Born
in Budapest in 1860, Herzl was educated in the spirit of the Haskalah,
or Jewish Enlightenment, and, much like many of his background,
believed early on that the only real solution to European anti-Semitism
was assimilation and conversion, even at one point contemplating appeal-
ing to the Pope to help bring about both en masse.3® What ultimately
changed his mind was the Dreyfus Affair in France,?* a political scandal
at the turn of the century, which saw a captain in the French military,
Alfred Dreyfus, falsely accused and convicted of treason. The scan-
dal deeply divided France over the question of his guilt, and for those
convinced of it, an overriding consideration was the fact of his Jewish
descent—in their eyes, that alone made his loyalty to France highly sus-
pect. Theodor Herzl was assigned to cover the trial as a journalist for
the prestigious and very liberal Vienna paper, Newe Freie Presse. The
anti-Semitism demonstrated in Dreyfus’ conviction and French societal
reaction—with mobs shouting in the streets, “death to the Jews!”3>—
persuaded him that anti-Semitism was ultimately an immutable aspect of
European society. Despite their supposed emancipation in most parts of
western Europe—Dby that time, they had been granted equality in a legal
sense in most western European countries—the Jews could never hope
to fully assimilate into European society, hence the necessity of a Jewish
national state.3¢

For Herzl, this was a political solution to a political problem and had
nothing to do with religion. In his seminal work, Der Judenstant (The
Jewish State: An Attempt at a Modern Solution of the Jewish Question),
published in 1896, Herzl made it clear that what he envisioned was
the creation of a Jewish state on some portion of the globe3” based on
the western liberal model.3® In addressing the possibility of a theocratic
state, he maintained that while faith was what united the Jews, it was
knowledge that had given them freedom. “We shall therefore prevent
any theocratic tendencies from coming to the fore... We shall keep our
priests within the confines of their temples in the same way as we shall
keep our professional army within the confines of their barracks.”? Jews
such as Herzl essentially rejected their religious culture. At the same
time, they also rejected the idea of assimilation into European society
given the persistent hostility toward Jews. For secular Jews, the only
solution was to establish an independent Jewish national existence, ide-
ally in Palestine**—as Herzl put it, a “house which [was] to shelter the
Jewish nation.”*! This should by no means, however, be construed as
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meaning that Herzl and the early Zionists rejected the “biblical” history
of the Jewish people—certainly their focus on Palestine as the inevitable
site of a Jewish state is clear evidence of this—yet within the context of
Zionism, the Hebrew Bible was to be employed, not as a religious or
legal document, but as a historical one, a chronology of the evolution of
the Jewish nation, one moreover wherein the Jews were reconfigured as
the “progenitors of the Enlightenment.” It was in this way that Judaism
was to be harnessed to “the project of building a modern [emphasis
mine] Jewish nation-state.”#? As was affirmed in the Declaration of the
Establishment of the State of Israel, proclaimed on May 14, 1948, the
new state was to be “based on freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by
the Prophets of Isracl.”*3

Initially, religious Jews—and in particular, the Orthodox**—were
almost entirely opposed to Zionism; the leading rabbis in East Europe
regarded it as an “unmitigated disaster” and a “poisonous weed.”*> A
return to Zion was certainly to be hoped for, but this would come about
by God’s hand, not via what was essentially a nationalistic, secular move-
ment. The Diaspora reflected God’s punishment of the Jews; in like man-
ner, their redemption would come about as part of God’s plan (according
to Orthodox belief, when the end of the world was nigh).*® As stated
by the nineteenth century spiritual leader of German Jewish Orthodoxy,
Samson Raphael Hirsch, to actively “accelerate the redemption was a sin
and strictly prohibited.”®” (It might be noted that, as of the beginning of
the British Mandate, this outlook in fact represented the vast majority of
Palestine’s indigenous Jewish population, most of who were Orthodox.*3)
Perhaps the most sophisticated argument against Zionism came from the
Orthodox ideologue, Isaac Breuer, who maintained that the Jews as a reli-
gious nation were different from all other nations—religion was its only
content, and to the extent that Zionism diminished religion as a defining
aspect of Jewish identity, it would leave the Jewish nation an empty shell.

Having suffered so greatly for two thousand years, would it not be mad-
ness now to aim at transforming the Jews into a nation like all others, to
politicize them, to establish a state which was neutral towards religion?

For Breuer and most Orthodox Jews, Zionism deprived the Jewish
nation of its most genuine cultural content, replacing it with modern
nationalist ideology—it was the worst kind of assimilation.*’
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There were exceptions, however, with regard to the Orthodox com-
munity, the most notable of which was the Mizrahi, a group founded
by a Lithuanian Orthodox rabbi, Isaac Jacob Raines, shortly after Herzl
published Der Judenstant. Though initially constituting a minority group
within the Zionist movement, they were arguably a portent of things
to come post-1967 in terms of the growing role Judaism would play in
shaping the content of Israeli national identity. There is little question
that the Mizrahi supported Zionism, which they justified on the basis
of a religious injunction in the Torah stating “unequivocally that it was
the duty of every faithful believer to settle in the Holy Land (Mitzvat
Yishuv Eretz Israel),”> even if, historically, the injunction had never been
understood as corresponding to state building in the sense of what was
now being proposed. What the Mizrahi found problematic with Zionism
was its secular emphasis—as they put it, “the Jewish nation without reli-
gion is a body without a soul.” Correspondingly, they saw their role as
that of a watchdog, charged with assuring that the movement did not
stray too far from its Judaic roots.®! In practice, this meant doing every-
thing possible to gain control over “Zionist institutions and create a reli-
gious majority among the Jews of Palestine.”>? The Mizrahi encountered
little resistance from secularly minded Zionists, who desperately needed
whatever support they could garner from among their own. Given the
reality that, as of the turn of the century, the vast majority of Europe’s
Jews were religious and not inclined to support the new movement,
it behooved Zionists not to do anything that might alienate the more
religiously minded; hence why at the Second Zionist Congress it was
resolved that “Zionism will not undertake anything contrary to the com-
mandments of the Jewish religion,”%? likewise why, as noted above, even
Herzl himself had made allowance in Der Judenstant for high priests as a
key element of the Jewish state he envisioned, individuals to be held in
high esteem, even if “confined to their temples.”>*

What perhaps seems especially evident with hindsight is that, however
much its proponents sought to present Zionism as a secular nationalist
movement, the potentiality that Judaism should become the key deter-
minant of Jewish/Israeli national identity was intrinsically present from
the start, even if initially lying dormant. Considered against this back-
drop and given that the Temple Mount’s significance had, for centuries,
been understood primarily in a religious context, one can well under-
stand why later attempts at appropriating it as the definitive symbol of
a secular Jewish/Israeli identity were almost guaranteed to enhance the
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likelihood of that potentiality being realized. Nonetheless, for the time
being at least, both Jerusalem and the Temple Mount were well out of
reach, related to which, one ought not to underestimate the secular char-
acter of early Zionism—observant Jews would remain openly hostile to
Zionism for some time to come, while those drawn to the movement
tended to strongly abjure religion. In any case, most early Zionists who
made it to Palestine focused their efforts largely outside of Jerusalem,
either on agricultural settlements—most notably the kibbutzim, which
were communally run and had a strong ideological element that substi-
tuted a Jewish work ethic for religious practice—or in the building of an
entirely new “Jewish” city, Tel Aviv.

Many prominent early Zionists, in fact, were quite ambivalent about
Jerusalem, the Temple Mount in particular. Given the “messianic impli-
cations of their efforts,” they were keenly aware of the danger it posed
to the secular underpinnings of Zionism. Herzl himself, in fact, had
maintained that making Jerusalem the capital of any future Jewish state
would be a mistake®® (expressing instead a preference for Haifa), arguing
that the Holy Basin—the Old City and the adjacent valley of churches,
mosques and cemeteries—would best function as “an international
center of religion and science.” Chaim Weizmann, Israel’s first presi-
dent, and during the British Mandate arguably Zionism’s leading figure,
sought to have Jerusalem’s Old City (inclusive of the Temple Mount)
excluded from the Jewish state proposed in Britain’s first partition plan.>®
Finally, Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, initially espoused
the partition of Jerusalem in order to “preclude Israeli sovereignty over
the Temple Mount,” maintaining that if the holy places were to come
under Israeli sovereignty, “Zionism would not be able to design its capi-
tal according to its progressive worldview.”%”

On the subject of Arab (and by extension, Palestinian) nationalism,
I have argued elsewhere that during the period of its formulation—the
late nineteenth /early twentieth century—one might speak of there hav-
ing existed two models, or conceptions, of (Palestinian) Arab national
identity.>® Whereas the first model was essentially secular, predicated on
a shared language, culture and historical legacy,® the second stressed
the link between Arab national identity and Islam. To be sure, it has
never been simply a matter of the secular model versus the one rooted
in Islam in any absolute sense; rather, it has been more a question of
emphasis, with the one or the other playing a bigger role in shaping
conceptions of Arab national identity. Thus, whereas during the 1950s
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and 1960s—the heyday of pan-Arabism—the secular model was clearly
dominant, from 1967 onward, the latter model, emphasizing the rela-
tionship between Arab national identity and Islam, has proven increas-
ingly influential.

Roughly outlined here, the secular model of Arab national identity
has its roots in circumstances pertaining to the latter part of the nine-
teenth century, a period of growing European regional influence, not
only politically and economically, but also culturally and ideologically.
Related to this, many Christian Arabs in Syria (inclusive of Palestine)—
who generally speaking, tended to interact with Europeans to a much
greater extent than their Muslim compatriots—began attending
Protestant and Jesuit missionary schools, where many became exposed
to ideas related to nationalist ideology. Especially relevant is that many
of these institutions used Arabic as their language of instruction,% and it
was the combination of these two things that led many of their students
to see themselves nationalistically as “Arab” on the basis of a shared lan-
guage (Arabic), culture and history, an identity moreover that was con-
ceived of as being equally inclusive of Muslims and non-Muslims. Within
this context, Islam was characterized more as a civilizational achieve-
ment—one wherein, for instance, the medieval Abbasid caliphate was
portrayed as an example of the Arabs’ collective past glory®!—than as
what determined one’s political and social status (as was essentially the
case in the Ottoman Empire at the time). These early “Arab nationalists”
would go on to actively promote this secular conception of Arab national
identity via the publication of newspapers and periodicals®?; the forma-
tion of cultural and intellectual societies®; and the founding of secular
schools.*

It should be briefly noted that a fair number of scholars have ques-
tioned the exact nature of the contribution of Christian Arabs to the
development of a secular Arab nationalist ideology, inasmuch as many
were more focused on narrowly defined regions—Syria or Lebanon—
as opposed to the entire Arabic-speaking world.®® Yasir Suleiman and
Stephen Sheehi, however, convincingly argue that their emphasis on a
shared cultural and historical heritage rooted in the Arabic language®®
laid the cultural foundations of a secular Arab nationalism, whether
intentionally or not.%” Equally relevant in this regard is that the discourse
they utilized reflected what Ussama Makdisi has characterized as “a sec-
ular antithesis to a sectarian age”%®—put simply, they were attempting
to define a communal identity inclusive of all the religious communities
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existing in Syria and Lebanon, likewise to instill within them notions
related to liberal democracy and representative government.%?

The second model of Arab nationalism, while not strictly religious,
greatly emphasized the link between the Arabs and Islam, and might be
traced back to the late-nineteenth century movement known as salafi-
yyah, a “return to the way of the ancestors”—hence why I refer to it as
the salafi model of Arab nationalism. Salafiyyah, as developed by such
thinkers as Muhammad ‘Abduh, Muhammad Rashid Rida and ‘Abd
Al-Rahman Al-Kawakibi, might best be characterized as an Islamic mod-
ernist movement, in the sense that it sought within Islam the precedents
for social, economic, and political principles by which to modernize the
Islamic world in a manner reflective of contemporaneous (i.e., late-nine-
teenth century) developments in Europe. Islam was presented by such
individuals as being in complete “harmony with the principles discov-
ered by scientific reason, was indeed the religion demanded by reason.””?
While the movement was, in its initial incarnation, primarily concerned
with Islamic reform, it was also understood as having a political util-
ity. Islam’s current corrupt state, it was argued, was the reason why the
Muslim world was being dominated by Europe; a reformed Islam would
provide a basis for Muslim unity, thus allowing it to more effectively
resist European domination. Regarding how this sad state of affairs had
come about, the problem, they maintained, was that the leadership of
the Muslim world had fallen into the hands of non-Arabs—that is, the
Turks, the ruling elite of the Ottoman Empire. Reform, they maintained,
could only come about through the Arabs, who by virtue of their lan-
guage and their descent,”! knew best how to protect and defend Islam.”?
They were the Muslim community par excellence. Conceived as such, it
was Islam that defined who the Arabs were as a people.”? In line with
this conception of Arab identity, the “golden age” of Islam was reimag-
ined to extend beyond the rashidin’*—till then, something of a conven-
tion within Islam—to include every Arab ruler up to and including the
final Abbasid caliph, who died in 1258.7% It was only after this lengthy
period of Arab rule that the Muslims had deviated from the true Islam,
a consequence of the corrupt practices introduced by the non-Arabs
(again, read Turks) who had ruled the Muslim world since then.”®

It should be clarified that, at least initially, the point was neither to
undermine the Ottoman Empire nor denigrate the Turks; it was not
even to glorify the Arabs as a people for its own sake. They were simply
a means to an end, the revitalization of Islam, the fulfillment of which



2 SOME BACKGROUND 25

would ultimately benefit all Muslims.”” Correspondingly, those sup-
portive of the salafi conception of Arab identity—individuals we might
deem salafi Arabists—were not seeking Arab independence, but rather
to revive Arab culture and achieve some autonomy within the framework
of the Empire so as to better fulfill their mission of religious reform.”® It
was only when the Ottoman Empire began adopting policies perceived as
being both anti-Islamic and degrading to the Arabs,” in the years imme-
diately preceding the First World War, that they committed themselves
to Arab independence. The Ottoman Empire’s collapse at the end of the
First World War only served to strengthen support for the saz/afi model
of Arab nationalism, in large part a consequence of the political and ide-
ological vacuum thus created.? Given the subject matter of this book,
we might conclude our discussion of Arab nationalism by briefly consid-
ering the Palestinian variant of the sa/afi model, wherein Palestine’s chief
significance is understood as being that it contains Islam’s third holiest
site, the Haram al-Sharif, and being Palestinian entails a special responsi-
bility to defend it.8!
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