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The demographic reality of the town of Birzeit
From the 16™ Century to the present day

Hussain Rimawi

Birzeit University

hrimmawi(@birzeit.edu
Abstract

This study examines the town of Birzeit from the early sixteenth century to the end
of the first quarter of the twenty-first century, addressing its history, geography, and
demography. It also investigates the impact of security conditions on the town’s
inhabitants, particularly with regard to their stability and continuity of residence. In
addition, the study highlights the relationship that developed between the population
and their means of livelihood on the one hand, and the prevailing climatic conditions
on the other.

The researcher employed the historical method to trace the development of the security
and economic situation from the beginning of the sixteenth century to the end of
the first quarter of the twenty-first century. The study relied primarily on population
registers and Ottoman salname (yearbooks) issued by the Ottoman state, as well as
on studies dealing with the Jerusalem district during that period. Following the end of
Ottoman rule in Palestine, the researcher relied on population statistics issued by the
British Mandate authorities in Palestine, in addition to censuses conducted by both
the Jordanian government and the Palestinian National Authority. Furthermore, the
researcher drew on studies prepared by travelers who visited the town of Birzeit in
the nineteenth century, and finally conducted several interviews with knowledgeable
local residents.

The study concludes that the demographic development of Birzeit was largely
shaped by the security and economic policies implemented by the Ottoman state in
the Jerusalem district since 1516. Owing to its favorable geographical location, the
availability of water resources, and fertile land suitable for agriculture and grazing,
Birzeit became attractive to settlers, particularly from nearby areas such as al-Ras,
Tarfin, and al-Khirba. It also attracted residents from the village of ‘Ayn Arik, also
located within the Jerusalem district. In the present day, the town has become highly
attractive due to the presence of Birzeit University, as well as numerous institutions,
companies, and hospitals in its vicinity. Moreover, the designation of the cities of
Ramallah and al-Bireh as administrative centers of the Palestinian National Authority
has contributed to an influx of population into Birzeit from within Palestine and
beyond. Nevertheless, Birzeit has also experienced periods of population loss due
to insecurity, whether resulting from the weakening of Ottoman authority or from
conflicts that occurred between the residents of Birzeit and neighboring communities.
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