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Originating from a prestigious 
Jerusalem family, the narrative delves 
into his formative years, education at al-
Aqsa, and extensive studies in Istanbul. 
The study examines his academic 
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his diverse appointments in the 
Ottoman judiciary, detailing his travels 
to Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt. The 
inclusion of figures like Jamal al-Din 
al-Afghani adds depth to his intellectual 
journey. The narrative encompasses 
Shaykh Khalil’s challenging period 
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and Progress. Illustrations, including 
his ijaza and certification documents, 
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Shaykh Khalil al-Khalidi (1863/4–
1941), a leading member of a prominent 
Jerusalem family, served from 1921 
to 1934 as chief judge of Jerusalem’s 
shari‘a court.1 There is no doubt that the 
momentous events that shaped Palestine 
during his lifespan, which included both 
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the Ottoman and Mandate eras, had a profound effect on him. He witnessed the fall of 
the Ottoman Empire, a regional and world power for some six centuries and important 
to many in the Islamic world, the collapse of an Islamic caliphate, the rise of Arab 
nationalism, and the colonization of the Arab world and its partition. He observed at 
first hand the emergence of an alien Zionist entity in the region and its colonization 
of Palestine. These global and regional changes became intertwined with Shaykh 
Khalil’s personal and professional trajectory and continue to impact inhabitants of the 
Middle East into the present.

It is not surprising that Shaykh Khalil became a judge, as the Khalidi family had a 
long history of serving in the Ottoman judiciary. The shari‘a court in Jerusalem was 
the source of the family’s power and influence, not only in and around Jerusalem but 
at the highest levels of the Ottoman government. The court’s qadi, or chief judge, 
was typically appointed for a year before moving on to some other administrative 
post in the empire, whereas the deputy, always a local, served for an extended period 
(often until their death or retirement), at which point the position was taken up by one 
of his heirs. In this way, the position of deputy judge of the Jerusalem shari‘a court 
was handed down from one member of the Khalidi family to another over several 
centuries. In addition to wielding influence within the Jerusalem court, the position 
gave opportunity for a network of important relations with judges who returned to the 
Ottoman capital after serving in Jerusalem.2 Beyond carrying on this tradition, Shaykh 
Khalil was a calligrapher (and if he had not become a judge, he could have worked as 
such) and an avid scholar and traveler, visiting centers of knowledge far and wide for 
both professional and personal reasons.

In 1980, Shaykh Khalil al-Khalidi’s library, including his collection of private 
papers, was moved from his home above the Gate of Bani Ghanim (Bab al-Ghawanima) 
to al-Aqsa Mosque.3 These papers are abundant, but disparate. They encompass 
various notes and observations on his travels in Spain, Ottoman Europe, the Maghrib, 
the Levant, and the Hijaz; his correspondence, including letters to and from prominent 
Arab and Muslim thinkers from Palestine, the Arab World, Europe, and India; his 
writings and research, including notes for religious lectures and material related to 
the libraries he visited during his travels, among them the library tickets for books 
he received from the Khedival Library (later the Egyptian National Library); and 
matter relating to the business of the Supreme Islamic Council and its membership, 
pertaining to his work but also, for example, invitations to events such as Ramadan 
iftars, the meals breaking the fast. The papers are complicated and overlapping, 
presenting many difficulties for the researcher: they are mostly undated (especially 
correspondence), and Shaykh Khalil seems to have written a note or a comment on 
every piece of paper, small or large (even envelopes), that came into his hands, often 
compiling notes on various topics on a single sheet of paper. Despite these challenges, 
they are a rich trove of information, which this essay uses to discuss the educational 
and professional life of Shaykh Khalil, as well as the local and regional contexts in 
which they unfolded.4
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An Era of Transformations
Shaykh Khalil was born in either 1863 or 1864 (1280 or 1281 AH) in Jerusalem, the 
third of four sons of Badr al-Din bin Mustafa bin Khalil bin Muhammad bin Khalil bin 
San‘Allah al-Khalidi.5 He thus lived almost two-thirds of his life under Ottoman rule, 
at a time when the empire was suffering significant military, economic, and cultural 
crises. He was also born into the Tanzimat era, when the Ottoman state undertook a 
series of reforms to centralize and modernize its rule.6 

As a result of these 
reforms, education in the 
Levant region blossomed 
in the second half of 
the nineteenth century 
compared with the 
previous era. Printing, 
journalism, and literary 
societies flourished 
and wealthy families 
began to send their 
sons to study in Beirut, 
Istanbul, and France.7 In 
1876, a constitution was 
declared and a bicameral 
parliament was established 
the following year in 
Istanbul. Yusuf Effendi 
al-Khalidi was elected 
as the representative of 
Jerusalem, defeating 
‘Umar ‘Abd al-Salam 
al-Husayni. The new 
parliament did not last 
for long, however. The 
Russo-Turkish War broke 
out in 1877 and, using 
the war as a justification, 
Sultan ‘Abdul Hamid II 
dissolved parliament at 
the beginning of 1878.8 
‘Abdul Hamid proceeded 
to rule the empire with an 
iron fist for the next thirty-
three years. 

Figure 1. Shaykh Khalil’s birth certificate – one of two, each giving a 
different year of birth, among his papers. 
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Revolts in the Balkans and war with Russia exposed the military, economic, and 
administrative weakness of the Ottoman Empire. The empire was drawing its last 
breaths, and its people felt the effects, which were particularly severe and painful 
for non-elites. According to Yusuf Effendi al-Khalidi, some ten thousand Palestinians 
died in the Russo-Turkish War.9 The Berlin Conference of 1878, which brought the 
war to an end, granted Serbia and Romania independence from Ottoman rule. The 
wars in the Balkans led to the exodus and exile of thousands to Istanbul, putting 
enormous pressure on the state. In an effort to preserve what was left of the empire, 
the sultan suppressed movements advocating nationalism and independence.10

The woeful situation in the empire also tempted France to occupy Tunisia in 
1881 and Britain to occupy Egypt in 1882. Britain was now poised at the frontiers 
of Palestine. The influence of foreign consuls grew in Palestine, and particularly in 
Jerusalem.11 The Zionist movement began to seek support for the colonization of 
Palestine, mobilizing political and financial influence to these ends. Zionist designs 
on Palestine also became known to at least a limited number of intellectuals, including 
members of the Khalidi family such as Yusuf Effendi al-Khalidi and his nephew Ruhi 
al-Khalidi.12 Still, Ottoman concessions to European powers granted protection to 
what became known as religious minorities, facilitating Zionist colonization.13 The 
Zionist movement thus found a foothold in Palestine on the basis of the European 
powers’ increasing influence. By the end of the nineteenth century, fifteen Zionist 
colonies had been established.

At the turn of the century, ‘Abdul Hamid sought to expand his appeal among 
Muslims within and beyond the Ottoman Empire to Muslims. He emphasized 
asceticism and piety in his private life, revived the idea of an Islamic League, and 
emphasized the notion that the caliphate was the only way to keep the West at bay. 
He lent support to Arab colleges and funded repairs to the Holy Mosque in Mecca, 
the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina, and al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem. Yet these efforts 
were undermined by growing nationalist movements, including Arab nationalism.14 
In 1908, Sultan ‘Abdul Hamid was forced to restore the constitution. Palestine was 
represented by five candidates in the new parliament.15

A year later, ‘Abdul Hamid tried again to dissolve the parliament. This resulted 
in the overthrow of his government by the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), 
which transferred the privileges of the sultan to the government and the parliament.16 
Meanwhile, Arab reformists established such organizations as the Arab-Ottoman 
Brotherhood Society, the Qahtani Society, the Arab Forum (al-Muntada al-Arabi) 
and others.17 The Turkish chauvinist inclinations of the CUP soon became obvious, 
prompting protests and the spread of the idea of decentralization, autonomy, and 
even independence among Arab parties. Such ideas continued to materialize up until 
the outbreak of World War I. Meanwhile, by the start of the war, forty-three Zionist 
colonies in Palestine housed some thirteen thousand settlers. The Zionist movement 
had established workers’ parties and military and civilian institutions that later became 
the foundations of Zionist colonization in the Mandate period.18

The Ottoman Empire officially entered World War I in October 1914 on the side 
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of the Central Powers. Meanwhile, the empire’s Arab provinces grew increasingly 
discontented with the CUP’s Turkification policies and the activities of Jamal Pasha, the 
Ottoman governor and military commander in the Levant, which included executing and 
imprisoning scores of Arab nationalists. This was compounded by military conscription, 
forced labor, deportation, and the costs of war, which the Ottoman state shifted onto the 
population. Disease and locust infestation were rife during the war years. 

Britain exploited these grievances and encouraged the Arab Revolt, led by Sharif 
Husayn and his sons in June 1916.19 By the end of 1918, no Ottoman forces remained 
in Arab lands, having been replaced by Allied forces, while behind the scenes Britain 
and France engaged in secret negotiations and agreements regarding the post-war 
fate of Ottoman territories. With the collapse of the Gaza front on 7 December 1917, 
five days after the Balfour Declaration was announced, the British army marched 
into Palestine. The British Commander, General Allenby, entered Jerusalem on 11 
December 1917, and Palestine entered a new era, more vicious and miserable than the 
Ottoman period.20

From Jerusalem to Istanbul
Shaykh Khalil was raised within one of the preeminent families in Jerusalem, whose 
history in the city goes back centuries.21 The Khalidi family held significant properties 
in the Old City and, like other Jerusalem families, expanded their holdings to include 
properties outside the city walls in the nineteenth century.22 Members of the family 
held high-ranking positions, particularly in the judiciary, in Palestine, and elsewhere 
in the Ottoman provinces, and a number rose to prominence through their employment 
in the Ottoman administration, especially during the Tanzimat era.23

Figure 2. The Khalidi family tree, going back to Shaykh Khalil’s grandfather, Mustafa.
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There is little material in Shaykh Khalil’s papers on his early life and education in 
Jerusalem, but it is likely that he received the standard education of that period through 
the kuttab system. Given his family’s status, it is not surprising that, from the age of 
fourteen or fifteen, he embarked upon ten years of study at al-Aqsa, the most prominent 
Islamic institution in the city.24 In a letter to a friend in Fez, Morocco, Shaykh Khalil 
mentions having received “a lifetime of education” under Muhammad As‘ad al-Imam 
(d. 1890/1308 AH), the most prominent shaykh at al-Aqsa at the time and mufti of the 
Shafi’i school of jurisprudence in Jerusalem.25 Though no other scholars are mentioned 
in Shaykh Khalil’s papers, he presumably received lessons from other shaykhs who 
taught at al-Aqsa during this time, such as Shaykh ‘Abd al-Latif al-Khazandar al-
Ghazzi, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Razzaq Abu al-Sa‘ud, and ‘Ali al-‘Awri.26

Shaykh Khalil left his homeland for Istanbul in 1887 or 1888 (1305–6 AH), and it 
seems that he lived there for over a year before enrolling in the Mumtaz College of Law, 
where he was trained in Hanafi jurisprudence (the dominant madhhab, or school of 
Islamic jurisprudence, under the Ottomans). He was one of thirteen students selected to 
attend that academic year, and he spent at least five years there studying jurisprudence.27 
In his second year of studies (1890/1308 AH), he received an ijaza (religious license) 
from the Deputy Grand Shaykh Ahmad ‘Asim Effendi.28 He was supposed to have 
graduated at the end of 1894, but among his papers there is a certificate showing 

Figure 3. The first two pages of Shaykh Khalil’s ijaza received from Deputy Grand Shaykh Ahmad ‘Asim 
Effendi.
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that he rose from 
his third-year to his 
fourth-year studies 
in 1893, meaning 
that he graduated 
at the end of the 
following year, in 
1895.29 It may be 
that his course took 
such a long time to 
complete because 
he was not only 
studying in Istanbul, 
but going on 
educational tours of 
the Ottoman libraries 
and receiving 
additional lessons 
from scholars of 
the period. While 
in Istanbul, for 
example, Shaykh 
Khalil attended 
Jamal al-Din al-
Afghani’s circle, 
as well as lessons 
given by Shaykh 
Muhammad ‘Atif al-
Rumi al-Islambuli.30

It seems that there 
were no positions 
open to Shaykh 
Khalil after he completed law school. He spent about five years without securing a 
job. During this period, he toured Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt. In Tunisia he met 
with scholars and visited libraries, in what would become an unwavering habit of 
his whenever he visited a new place: upon arrival, he would look for the library first, 
visiting it and studying its collections, writing down what he thought was important. 
From Tunisia he went to Morocco and then, in August 1896, to Egypt. His papers 
include the card granting him entrance to the Khedival Library, later the Egyptian 
National Library, and several book loan cards from this collection.31 While in Egypt, 
which he visited several times, he also attended the lessons of ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Shirbini (d. 1908/1326 AH).32 In 1901, Shaykh Khalil returned to Istanbul, to receive 
his first appointment in the Ottoman judiciary, as a deputy judge.

Figure 4. Shaykh Khalil’s certification of advancement from his third to his 
fourth year of legal studies.
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Figure 5. Shaykh Khalil’s first judiciary appointment.

Work in the Ottoman Judiciary
On 29 July 1901, Khalil al-Khalidi was appointed deputy judge of the shari‘a court 
in Jabal Sam‘an in the Aleppo governorate.33 He was thirty-four years old. There is 
nothing in his papers discussing his work or personal life during this period, but we 
can guess that he visited places in and around Aleppo, including its libraries, as was 
his habit when traveling. Shaykh Khalil continued in this position for two and a half 
years before he was dismissed. 

Upon leaving, Shaykh Khalil set off for Morocco, arriving in Fez in February 1904. 
About fifty small pieces of paper in his collection reference this trip to Fez. They comprise 
a collection of letters, as well as descriptions of and notes on books he found interesting 
in the city’s libraries. One of these letters, addressed to the editor of the weekly Beirut-
based newspaper Thamarat al-Funun, traces his journey from Aleppo to Fez, listing 
the cities he passed through and recounting the manuscript collections, libraries, and 
historical sites, as well as the prominent families and individuals, in each.34 Shaykh Khalil 
stayed in Fez for four months, during which time he met many of the prominent scholars 
of Morocco. He studied under Shaykh Ahmad bin al-Khayyat, who gave him an ijaza as 
an authority on everything Shaykh Ahmad had said, heard, and written.35 The top scholar 
in Morocco, Shaykh Ja‘far al-Kittani, also granted Shaykh Khalil an ijaza recognizing 
him as an authority on his publications.36 Shaykh Khalil made his way back to the Levant 
via Tunisia (on which he wrote eight pages) and Libya (recording his observations on 
twelve small sheets of paper, containing information on Libyan scholars, mosques, and 
tribes). He arrived in Beirut on 26 October 1904 – the whole journey extending about 
nine months. From Beirut, he took a tour of the Levant and Ottoman Europe, reaching 
Istanbul on 9 August 1905. In Istanbul, he had eye surgery. 

At the end of November 1906, Shaykh Khalil received his second appointment, as 
deputy judge in Qalqandalen (now Tetovo) in the Ottoman province of Kosovo. He stayed 
in this job for eight and a half months. For the following year and a half, he remained 
unemployed, during which time he traveled around Ottoman Europe before returning to 
Istanbul. His third appointment, also in Ottoman Kosovo, was deputy judge in the district 
of Metruja (Mitrovica). In October 1909, Shaykh Khalil received his first appointment 
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as a full judge. He served as qadi of the shari‘a court in Diyarbakir for one year and nine 
months. He then spent two and a half years away from government employment before 
being appointed in April 1914 to the Fatwa Department of the Verification (Tadqiq) 
Council in the office of the Grand Shaykh in Istanbul.37 He remained in this job for six-
and-a-half years, the longest stretch in his career in the Ottoman state, during which time 
he was promoted to become a member of the Fatwa Committee.38 Of course, the end of 
his position coincided with the end of the Ottoman Empire itself.

Figure 6. Shaykh Khalil’s CUP membership.



Jerusalem Quarterly 96  [ 61 ]

Returning to Jerusalem
By the end of 1920, Shaykh Khalil had returned to Jerusalem. In the chaotic 
circumstances following the end of World War I, his decision to return to Jerusalem at 
this time may well have been influenced by a letter from his nephew urging his swift 
return to Jerusalem. The letter reads:

You said that you would arrive in Gaza in July, but your delay is 
exceedingly unwarranted, for the time has come. If I could afford it, I 
would have sent you a telegram telling you that you must return quickly. I 
cannot give you more details, but I beg you, my lord and uncle, that when 
you receive this letter, you will honour us by returning to Jerusalem. This 
is because our sire, the mufti, wants to resign from his position as [grand] 
mufti and president of the Shari‘a [Court of] Appeal. Its salary is 6,000 
Egyptian piasters. So, there is no room for your delay at all, and this is 
in your hands, and you have no legitimate excuse. My lord may you live 
long. My mother wishes you success.39

The letter infers that the Khalidi family hoped, with the impending resignation of 
Kamil al-Husayni from his role as Grand Mufti – a position invented by the British, 
who had appointed Husayni in 1918 – that Shaykh Khalil might take over this role.40

Upon arriving in Jerusalem and finding that Kamil al-Husayni remained in his 
position as Grand Mufti, Shaykh Khalil became deputy chief of the Shari‘a Court of 
Appeal in Jerusalem.41 He continued in this post for three months before being appointed 
Chief of the Court on 10 March 1921. In letters sent outside Palestine, he used the title 
ra’is al-qada bi-mamlakat Filastin – Chief Judge of the Kingdom of Palestine.

On 21 May 1921, Kamil al-Husayni died, and Shaykh Khalil put his name forward 
for the position. However, the British high commissioner for Palestine chose Hajj 
Muhammad Amin al-Husayni instead.42 Shaykh Khalil was clearly dissatisfied with 
this result, and among his papers is found a letter addressed to the mufti of Beirut, 
asking for a fatwa on the decision to appoint a man “not older than twenty-seven 
… with no qualification in shari‘a studies, who only put a turban on his head three 
months ago. The general public, which cannot distinguish between an educated and 
an ignorant man, asked the government to appoint the mufti ….” The date of the letter 
(6 Ramadan 1339/14 May 1921) indicates that both the struggle to succeed Kamil al-
Husayni, and the British decision to appoint Hajj Amin, preceded the mufti’s death. 
The affair alienated Shaykh Khalil and the Khalidi family more generally, pushing 
them into the ranks of the opposition (mu‘arida) to the Husayni-led Supreme Muslim 
Council, as discussed below.

During his time working in Jerusalem, Shaykh Khalil resumed his travels. This was 
facilitated by his comfortable wealth and small family of just his wife and himself, 
allowing him time and money to spend on tours.43 There was not a single year in which 
he did not travel. He was constantly late getting back to his work after his annual 
leave was over. In 1932, he was fifty-two days late because he visited Andalusia for 



[ 62 ]  Shaykh Khalil al-Khalidi: Chief Judge of the Kingdom of Palestine | Khader Salameh

three months. Often his trips were less far afield, to various destinations in Palestine, 
Lebanon, and Syria. He visited Egypt multiple times per year. 

These visits reflected Shaykh Khalil’s personal interests, but they also helped 
to maintain his connections with scholars outside Palestine. He was a member of 
several societies; having been a member of the Committee of Union and Progress in 
the Ottoman period, he later joined the Council for Legal Studies in Palestine and the 
General Islamic Conference for the Caliphate. In May 1926, Shaykh Khalil attended 
the first conference of the latter in Cairo, which brought together attendees from 
around the Muslim world. While in Cairo for the conference, Shaykh Khalil received 
an angry telegram signed by a large group of Syrians objecting to the conference’s 
failure to condemn the French bombardment of Damascus earlier in the month, killing 
some seven hundred Syrians.44

The scholarly and political networks within which Shaykh Khalil was embedded 
also come into focus through the vast array of intellectuals with whom he maintained 
correspondence. His papers include exchanges with Palestinian figures like ‘Abdallah 
Mukhlis, As‘ad al-Shuqayri, ‘Ajjaj Nuwayhid, Kadhim al-Khalidi, Sa‘id al-Karmi, 
and the owner of al-Zumur newspaper Khalil al-Majdi;45 with Egyptian intellectuals 
like Ahmad Zaki, Hasan ‘Abd al-Wahhab, ‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Azzam;46 the Syrian 
Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali; and the Iraqi ‘Izzat al-A‘dhami.47 Figures from further afield 
also wrote – Hamid Wali in Berlin, Hashim al-Nadawi of India, and Abu al-Wafa, a 
teacher at the Nizamiyya School in Hyderabad, as well as letters from Libya, Tunisia, 
and Morocco. Often, correspondents asked about where they might be able to locate a 
particular book, manuscript, or artefact, or inquired about archaeological sites and their 
history. Other times, writers sent Shaykh Khalil their good wishes on Islamic or national 
holidays, or invited him to give lectures or write articles. They testify to the geographic 
reach of his reputation. Closer to home, however, matters were often more contentious.

Shaykh Khalil and the Opposition 
During the British Mandate, conflict among Palestinians raged between supporters of 
the Supreme Muslim Council (known as al-majlisiyya or majlisiyyin) and its opponents 
(known as al-mu‘arida or mu‘aridin). Though states and actors more powerful than 
the Palestinians played the greatest role in shaping events there, it is also true that 
some Palestinian leaders, whether unwittingly or in bad faith, contributed to the crisis 
that Palestinians faced. Competition among Palestinian elites played no small part, 
as notable families fought over positions for material gains and status. Many non-
elite Palestinians, meanwhile, were caught up in these rivalries, failing to realize 
their consequences until it was too late. The catastrophe that resulted left Palestinians 
scattered around the region and the world, divided geographically and politically, 
rather than united.

Shaykh Khalil was known as a member of the opposition (al-mu‘arida). It was 
even said that he was a pillar of the opposition, one of its honorary leaders, though in 
reality his role was minor. His opposition was of the silent kind, rarely expressed in 
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public, and his association with the opposition was largely to do with family politics 
rather than his individual statements or actions. Indeed, throughout the Mandate, there 
is little evidence that Shaykh Khalil played a political role or took a firm position 
against the British.48 His political quietism may have been because of his job and his 
reluctance to take any steps that might endanger his position, or perhaps because of 
his Ottoman education, so to speak. 

Still, although his role in the opposition was largely symbolic, rooted in personal 
and family rivalries rather than principle or politics, Shaykh Khalil’s association with 
the mu‘aridin led many to direct complaints his way. In the early 1930s, for example, 
Ayyub Sabri, the Palestinian editor-in-chief of the Egyptian newspaper al-Wataniyya, 
wrote to complain about the consequences of changing the paper’s editorial line in 
favor of the opposition.49 Sabri noted that he himself had been pro-majlisiyya, and that 
five hundred partisans of the mufti and the Supreme Muslim Council had subscribed 
to al-Wataniyya. These subscriptions were paid all at once, and Sabri believed that 
the funds came from the council’s control over Islamic endowments (awqaf) and 
donations made for the repair of al-Aqsa Mosque. Since the newspaper switched its 
alliances to al-mu‘arida, none of these subscriptions had been paid – despite weekly 
reminders. Meanwhile, only 320 subscriptions had been taken out by mu’aridin – 
100 in the name of Fakhri al-Nashashibi, 70 in the name of Ribhi al-Nashashibi, 
and 150 to names provided by the latter. On top of this, Sabri and his son had been 
attacked, and al-Wataniyya subjected to boycott, by majlisiyyin. Sabri noted that 
other newspapers – such as al-Sirat al-Mustaqim, Mir’at al-Sharq, al-Karmil, and 
Filastin – had been subjected to similar pressures and changed their course to produce 
coverage more favorable to the majlisiyya. He contrasted his own fate with that of al-
Shura newspaper, a pro-majlisiyya newspaper whose owners had accumulated wealth 
and property. Sabri suggested to Shaykh Khalil that prominent members of his family, 
such as Mustafa and Samih al-Khalidi, as well as members of the Jarallah, Dajani, 
and Nashashibi families, should take a more active role in organizing the opposition 
if they wanted to combat the majlisiyyin and, ultimately, emerge victorious over them.

The owner of the ‘Akka-based newspaper al-Zumar, Khalil Zaqut al-Majdali, also 
complained about the SMC’s boycott of his newspaper.50 He wrote to Shaykh Khalil: 
“Seven letters arrived from Jerusalem from the president of the Islamic Council and 
his supporters focusing on the boycott and battle against your newspaper al-Zumar 
…. I draw your eminence’s attention to this point because the reach and popularity of 
newspapers relies on great men, especially when it comes to partisanship….”51

These letters give further credence to the argument that the conflict between 
the majlisiyya and the mu‘arida during the British Mandate was rooted in personal 
interests rather than the interests of the nation. It matters not whether individual 
actors engaged in this rivalry in good or bad faith, for the result was the same. The 
major difference, ultimately, was that in contrast to the strength of the majlisiyyin, the 
mu‘aridin were scattered and disorganized. Indeed, for over a century, we might say 
that elite families pursuing their own interests have played a disproportionate role in 
Palestinian politics, often to the detriment of the Palestinian people.
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Shaykh Khalil the Public Intellectual
Although Shaykh Khalil had little public political presence, he was frequently invited 
to give lectures and contribute articles, which he did in various forums. He published 
eleven articles in al-Zahra’ magazine.52 He was also a contributor to al-Risala 
magazine, publishing a work titled

 “A Dangerous Historical Poem: People of Granada Beseech Sultan Bayazid,” as 
well as two articles, in two parts each, about scholars with good handwriting.53 ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab ‘Azzam also published a two-part article in al-Risala titled “The Salons of 
Shaykh Khalidi,” which he introduced as follows:

Five years ago in Istanbul, I met an honorable shaykh searching for books 
and telling stories about them. I found out that he was Shaykh Khalil 
al-Khalidi, chief of the Shari‘a Appeal Court in Jerusalem. I was then 
honored to meet him in Egypt several times. Whenever he came to Cairo, 
he would be kind enough to visit me at the university. During one of our 
meetings, he spoke about books and authors in an expert and detailed 
manner, so I made sure to see him again to benefit from his knowledge. 
He displayed endless knowledge and had a meticulous memory.54

The article went on to discuss schools in the Levant, Egypt, and Morocco. 
The magazine al-‘Arab also published an interview with Shaykh Khalil about his 

travels in Andalusia under the title “Andalusia as You See It Now.”55 The magazine 
presented him to readers as a most distinguished Muslim scholar, an itinerant 
researcher, and a traveling historian. They published a second article, “Wonderful 
Scenes in Andalusia,” which summarized a conversation between Shaykh Khalil and 
the editors of the magazine.56 Al-‘Arab published a third article, “Andalusia Yesterday 
and Today,” penned by the shaykh himself about his journey.57 It is likely that Shaykh 
Khalil published articles elsewhere, though I was unable to locate them in his papers 
or elsewhere.58

There is no evidence that he ever produced a book-length manuscript. As 
‘Ajjaj Nuwahid wrote, “He did not write a book, but his heart overflowed with 
knowledge.”59 Still, I found in his papers some notes that point to several book 
projects, if we can call them that. In one letter he wrote: “I propose to you that most 
of the articles, the majority of which were published in al-Thamarat, were struck 
by the censors based on [their] feeble thinking and illusions. I am determined to 
publish them in a separate book and when this comes out, I will send you a copy as 
a gift.”60 Elsewhere he planned a book about his travels, which he intended to title 
The Benevolent Gift in Western Tourism. On another piece of paper, I found written: 
“The Book of the Protected Pearl in the Accounts of Tunisia, Its Scholars, and the 
Great Mosque of al-Zaytuna – its writer who is desperate for his God’s forgiveness 
and mercy, Khalil bin Badr.” One chapter was called “A Chapter on the Overview 
of the Political Situation in….” There is no evidence, however, that these projects 
ever came to fruition. 
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Retirement and Legacy
On 30 June 1934, Shaykh Khalil al-Khalidi retired, receiving a pension of over 120 
Palestine pounds per year, as well as a bonus of over four hundred Palestine pounds.61 
He seems to have spent most of his retirement in Egypt, where he owned a house. His 
Jerusalem papers shed no light on his activities there; rather, it seems that his library 
in Egypt contained books and papers covering the period of his retirement, which 
may allow greater insight to this period if accessible. On 2 October 1941, at the age of 
seventy-eight, Shaykh Khalidi passed away in Cairo. He was buried at Bab al-Nasr, in 
front of Ahmad Bek ‘Iffat’s tomb. On the first anniversary of his death, Muhammad 
Ghassan wrote a tribute to him in al-Risala magazine.62

Although Shaykh Khalil al-Khalidi may be little known today, at the time he was 
a prominent and respected jurist and scholar. His fame may be attributed to three 
things: belonging to the Khalidi family, one of the most well-known notable families 
of Jerusalem and Palestine more generally; his cultural interests and travels to various 
parts of the Arab and Muslim worlds; and the judicial posts that he held, beginning 
under the Ottoman Empire and culminating in one of the highest judicial positions in 
the “kingdom” of Palestine, as chief of the Jerusalem Shari‘a Court of Appeals.

I have attempted to use Shaykh Khalil al-Khalidi’s papers to shed some light on 
his life, which coincided with a period in modern history that had a crucial impact on 
the fate of the Palestinian people. Drawing on such previously unexamined material 
allows us to revisit this period, uncovering the personalities who participated in key 
events of the period, who affected them and who were affected by them. Further, the 
insights provided by private papers like those of Shaykh Khalil al-Khalidi, which are 
now divided among several locations, affirms the need to preserve what remains of 
these collections, which contain material essential for understanding our history as 
Palestinians. 
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