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A) The Basics 
1. Geography 
Jerusalem is located at c. 31.77 degrees Latitude and 35.23 degrees Longitude.1 Nestled 
on the watershed of the central highlands of Palestine2 in the Judean mountains at an 
elevation of about 3000 ft above sea level and surrounded by slightly higher elevations, 
Jerusalem overlooks the Judean desert to the east, with a dramatic drop to the Dead Sea 
(422 metres or 1,385 ft below sea level). In the west, a highway winding through the 
reforested Judean mountains leads to the coastal plains of the Mediterranean littoral. 
Jerusalem is nearly equidistant between Tel Aviv (40 miles) and Amman (44 miles), the 
capital of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The distance to Damascus (Syria) is a mere 
135 miles, from Jerusalem to Cairo the distance is 264 miles, which is about as far as 
Boston is from Philadelphia/Pennsylvania.3 

 
2. Climate 
Jerusalem enjoys the advantages of the proximity of the Mediterranean and of its relative 
altitude. The summer (July and August) is the dry season with an average of 0 mm 
precipitation. The relative humidity is highest in January (65%), which is the peak of the 
rainy season (average of 128 mm of precipitation).4 

 
3. Municipal territory 
With a municipal territory of 126 km2 Jerusalem is the largest city in Israel/Palestine (Tel 
Aviv: 51 km2, Haifa: 58 km2). This territory was created in a series of expansions of the 
boundaries following the annexation of East Jerusalem by Israel after the June 1967 war.  

 
4. Demography 
Jerusalem is the largest city in Israel/Palestine with c. 600,000 inhabitants and growing.  

 
5. Government 
Current mayor: Nir Barkat (Likud Party). The Arab population (c. one third of the total 
population) have boycotted municipal elections since 1967, when Israel annexed East 
Jerusalem. Jerusalem is also the seat of the national government and capital of the State 
of Israel. 
 
B) Historical Jerusalem 
1. Earliest city 

                                                
1 Interactive satellite image: http://tinyurl.com/85r6chp. Map: http://tinyurl.com/7wt43vq.  
2 Palestine is the historical name of the region that was divided between the newly 
founded state of Israel and the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, following Israel’s “war of 
independence” in 1948-9. 
3 Political map of region: http://tinyurl.com/74ar5fw.  
4 Source: http://www.climatetemp.info/israel/jerusalem.html 



The earliest attestation of a fortified city, including a monumental tower, dates back to c. 
1800 BCE or the Middle Bronze Age city (see http://tinyurl.com/7mn538x). This city 
was located on a mountainous spur to the south east of what is now the Old City, an area 
currently occupied by the Arab village of Silwan.5  

 
Until the surveys and archeological explorations that began in the second half of the 19th 
century, people believed that Mount Zion, i.e., the biblical “City of David,” was located 
on a hill that extends from the south western edge of the city walls towards the south. 
This ridge is still referred to as “Mt Zion” or “Mt Sion.” (See 
http://www.bibleplaces.com/mtzion.htm.) This curious displacement and relocation of 
parts of, or places within, Jerusalem (or, in this case: of the entire “biblical” city) is 
typical for a city that has been destroyed, rebuilt, and remapped repeatedly on the basis of 
Scripture, tradition, and the needs of imperial sponsors, pilgrims, and tourists to map the 
locations of sacred history (storia sacra) onto actual places.  

 
2.The Old City 
The Old City and its eastern environs are now frequently referred to as the “holy basin” 
(search the internet for “holy basin jerusalem”).6 This area includes the walled Old City 
(à Ottoman Jerusalem; see http://tinyurl.com/72tjdl9) and places venerated by Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims as locations of sacred history or because of their eschatological 
import, such as the “Valley of Jehoshaphat” or Kidron Valley and the Mount of Olives. 
The walls of the Old City enclose an area of c. 1km2.7  

 
3. Modern urban development 
Since the 1860s (1856: End of Crimean War; Ottoman Reform or Tanzimat Period; see 
http://tinyurl.com/757awjk) European powers took advantage of the opening of the 
Ottoman Empire to foreign investment and development. Like many cities in Europe and 
beyond, Jerusalem began to be built out beyond the walled Old City, beginning with the 
Russian Compound8 and other charitable or religious institutions and culminating in 
planned neighborhood development for Jewish, Christian, or mixed residence. Arab 
notables also began to build luxurious villas around which new neighborhoods 
developed. The mixture of architectural styles in residential and institutional buildings 
from before and after the Great War (First World War) gives the city quarters west, south 
and north of the Old City a lively appearance of small neighborhoods representing 
different communal interests. (See Ruth Kark and Michal Oren-Nordheim, Jerusalem and 
Its Environs).  

 
The two waves of immigration and development under Turkish (1865-1914) and British 
(1918ff) rule, came to a halt in 1936, when the British mandatory administration of 

                                                
5 See http://www.bu.edu/mzank/Jerusalem/p/period1-1.htm. On the controversy over 
Silwan, the site of the City of David archaeological park, see http://tinyurl.com/6r54nnc.  
6 E.g., http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/129651#.TxMLREoxdA8. 
7 Virtual tour: http://www.bu.edu/mzank/Michael_Zank/Jerusalem/ 
8 Search the internet for “Russian Compound Jerusalem.” 



Palestine began to limit Jewish immigration and conducted a war of repression of the 
Arab Revolt (1936-39). 

 
Municipal boundaries were redrawn several times: first by the British in 1931, then in the 
1947 UN Partition Resolution (not implemented), then—after the partition of Jerusalem 
in the cease-fire agreement of 1949—by Israel and the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 
(Israeli West-Jerusalem: 38 km2, Jordanian East-J’lem: 6 km2), and repeatedly by Israel 
since June 67.9 

 
C. Modern history: an overview 
Jerusalem’s contemporary history, like the contempory history of much of the Middle 
East, may be said to begin in 1917, when the Arabs began to join forces with Britain and 
France to shake off five hundred years of Ottoman rule. With the entry of General 
Allenby to the Old City of Jerusalem, shortly before Christmas 1917, Jerusalem came 
under the direct control of a European Christian power for the first time since the 
Crusades. Although Britain ruled in the name of the League of Nations and with the 
understanding that their administration of Palestine was to be temporary, the impact of 
the British on shaping the modern Middle East and especially of Palestine, was profound 
and lasted until about 1956, when Britain and France were displaced by the USA and the 
USSR as the major foreign players in Middle East politics (à Suez Crisis).  

 
Following four years of military rule (Dec. 1918-1922), a civilian administration took 
over that lasted for a quarter century (1922-1947) (à British Mandate) during which 
Jerusalem served as the capital of Mandatory Palestine. This was the first time since the 
Crusades that Jerusalem served as the capital and seat of the central administration of a 
state, a state whose boundaries the British drew along the same lines as the medieval 
Crusader state (àKingdom of Jerusalem), based on the biblical boundaries of the Holy 
Land “from Dan to Beer Sheba” (1 Sam 3:20 etc.).  

 
With the responsibility for Palestine the British took on the project of establishing a 
“Jewish homeland in Palestine” (à Balfour Declaration). This goal conflicted with secret 
promises Britain had made to other regional and international players during the war, or 
at least with how these promises were later understood by those affected, most notably 
the Palestinian Arabs. According to the British scheme, and similarly envisaged by the 
United Nations General Assembly Partition Resolution of 29 November 1947, Jerusalem 
was meant to remain under Christian or international control rather than belonging to any 
Jewish or Arab state. The city and an extended area, including the then still 
predominantly Christian city of Bethlehem (located a mere six kilometers south of 
Jerusalem), were to constitute an internationalized enclave or corpus separatum. Instead, 
following Israel’s War of Independence (in Hebrew: milkhemet hash-shikhrur or War of 
Liberation; in Arabic: al-naqba or The Catastrophe), the city was divided along an 
armistice line between Israel and the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan whose Arab Legion 
was commanded by former British officer Glubb Pasha. 

  

                                                
9 See http://tinyurl.com/8yxhchd.  



Between 1949 and 1967, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan held East Jerusalem 
(including the Old City and adjacent areas comprising c. 6 square kilometers that together 
with the Old City made up the Jordanian municipality of Jerusalem) and the State of 
Israel held the western parts of the city and Mount Scopus (north-east of the Old City) as 
an enclave.  

 
The two halfs of the city underwent very different developments during the eighteen 
years of partition. Following the war of of 1948/49 and in defiance of the UN partition 
resolution of 1947, the Israeli government under David Ben Gurion declared Jerusalem 
the capital of Israel. The Jordanians, also in defiance of the UN, annexed East Jerusalem 
but kept their capital in Amman and were forced to struggle against the resistence of local 
Palestinians to the annexation of lands they had hoped to claim as part of an independent 
state of their own. After the assassination of King Abdullah of Jordan in 1951, the 
government of his grandson, King Hussein, initially transferred loyalists from other cities 
(Hebron, Nablus) to run the municipality and took further measures to quell the national 
aspirations of the city’s traditional leadership. King Hussein later reconciled with the 
Jerusalemite notables who had held prominent office under the Ottoman sultans and the 
British High Commissioners. 

 
In June 1967, the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) conquered Jerusalem, along with the entire 
West Bank, Gaza, the Sinai Peninsula, and the Golan Heights. Following the June 1967 
war (Six Day War) Israel expanded the municipal boundaries of the city and annexed it to 
the territory of the State of Israel. In response to the first round of American-led 
diplomatic efforts in the early 1970s, to settle the conflict between Israel and Jordan, the 
Israeli government of then Prime Minister Golda Meir initiated the development of 
Jewish settlements in East Jerusalem that were to forstall any redivision of the city. This 
and other initiatives aiming to increase the Jewish demographic majority and to make a 
redivision impossible affected the development of the city in unintended, though not 
unforeseen, ways. (à Amirav, Jerusalem Syndrome.) 

 
Despite major investment in Jerusalem’s growth as a predominantly Jewish city under 
Israeli rule, compared to the days when Jerusalem was divided and the Arab residents 
lived under Jordanian rule, the absolute number of Arab residents in Israeli-annexed 
Jerusalem has increased and their ratio in comparison with the Jewish residents of the city 
has been growing in favor of the Arab population. Today Jerusalem is the largest city in 
Israel in size and in the number of its inhabitants, but it is also the poorest city and suffers 
from an uneven distribution of infrastructure and services, lack of affordable housing, 
high rates of unemployment, insufficient economic opportunity, and a blight of the 
Jewish inner city and of the traditional Arab neighborhoods. 

 
D. Who are the Jerusalemites? 
The population of modern Jerusalem is a mixture of the traditional Arab, Syrian, Greek, 
Armenian, Latin, Coptic, Russian, Jewish and other communities and their religious, 
charitable, educational, legal, social, cultural, and political institutions. Some of these 
communities have called Jerusalem their home for nearly two millennia, others arrived 
more recently.  



 
The 19th century saw the dramatic increase of European Christian consular and religious 
missions, the establishment of modern charitable, educational, missionary and research 
institutions along with schools and hospitals staffed by expatriates and, beginning in the 
late 1870s, the beginning of a massive immigration of Jews from the Yemen and from 
Eastern and Central Europe. The “old yishuv” or traditionally religious Jewish 
community was joined by waves of Jewish immigrants, including Yemenites inspired by 
messianic expectations and European (Ashkenazic) Jews aspiring to build a Jewish 
homeland in Palestine. Pressure on Jews to leave Nazi Germany and, later on, systematic 
deportation and genocide swelled the ranks of those seeking refuge in Palestine 
prompting Arab resistence and British-imposed quotas that clamped down on illegal 
Jewish immigration. The plight of Jewish refugees from the Holocaust was one of the 
major factors persuading the UN to vote for the partition of Palestine. After the 1948/49 
War of Independence, Holocaust survivors and Jews expelled from many Arab countries 
arrived in massive numbers, seeking housing and employment. The integration of nearly 
half a million Jews from Arab countries presented a major challenge to the nascent state. 

 
Today, the Jewish segment of the city’s population is a mosaic of Orthodox, ultra-
Orthodox (Haredi, including Hasidic), and moderately religious communities that are 
internally divided along sectarian and ethno-linguistic lines, as well as more or less 
secular Jews. These communities can be further divided according to whether they are 
rooted in the Muslim countries of North Africa and the Middle East (Sephardic Jews) or 
in the Christian countries of Europe (Ashkenazic Jews). In addition there are Beta Israel 
and Falashmuras from Ethiopia and Eritrea, Bukharan Jews from India, and Jews from 
across the global diaspora. The most recent sizable wave of immigrants arrived in the 
1990s and consisted of Jews from the former Soviet Union. 

 
One of the most striking features of modern Jerusalem is its demographic development 
from no more than 45,000 or perhaps 60,000 inhabitants in 1900 (according to a high 
estimate) to 657,500 in 2000.  

 
Part of this development has been a shift in the ratio between the communities. The 
Christian community experienced significant ups and downs over the past 170 years. In 
this period, it grew from about 3500 residents in the early 1830s (total number of 
residents: c. 20,000) to about 30,000 Christian residents living in Jerusalem shortly 
before the end of the British Mandate, many of whom were expatriates (total number of 
residents in 1945: 157,080). Beginning in the early 20th century, Christians outnumbered 
Muslims, something not seen since the time of the Crusades. Since 1946, however, while 
the Jewish and Muslim segments of the population grew, the number of Christians living 
in Jerusalem has dramatically declined to a mere 14,500 in 1995, or from 19% of the 
population in 1946 to a mere 2% in 1995. 

 
The most significant modern demographic shift concerns the Jewish segment of 
Jerusalem’s population. Until the early 1800s, Jews were the minority in Jerusalem, 
ranking behind Christian and Muslim segments of the population. Although 19th-century 
estimates for the city’s population are not very reliable, the best available sources indicate 



that the Jewish community began to overtake the Muslim majority in the 1860s. Since the 
late 1880s estimates show more Jewish residents than the combined number of Muslims 
and Christians. The Jewish segment of Jerusalem’s population grew from less than ¼ of 
the population in 1806 (2000 out of 8,774) to almost ¾ of the population in 1967, while 
the total number of inhabitants grew by more than a factor of ten just over the last 
century.  

 
The disproportionate growth of the Jewish population was accomplished by a series of 
initiatives that began in the mid-19th century with benevolent funding from European 
individuals and charitable institutions whose goal it was to bring relief to the residents of 
the overcrowded and unsanitary Jewish quarter of the walled city. Later on, the Zionist 
movement advocated and supported the establishment of modern European-style city 
quarters alongside the medieval city. It should be noted that, in spite of the allusion to 
Zion in the movement’s name, Jerusalem was not at the heart of the original Zionist 
project. This began to change in 1949 when the government of David Ben Gurion 
(Labor) declared Jerusalem the capital of the newly founded State of Israel and moved 
the parlament (the Knesset) and most government offices to the capital. When East 
Jerusalem was captured in 1967 and the municipal boundaries were extended to include 
vast stretches of Arab land, the initial reason for doing so were security concerns. A few 
years later, in the early 1970s, however, the Israeli government began to pursue the goal 
of turning all of Jerusalem into a predominantly Jewish city. The means to achieve this 
goal, it was thought, was to create a city with a clear and stable Jewish demographic 
majority. (See Moshe Amirav, Jerusalem Syndrome. Sussex 2009.) 

 
Population Table 
1946: 186,500 inhabitants (53.4% Jews, 46.6% Arabs and others). 
1967: 267,800 inhabitants (73.5% Jews, 26.5% Arabs and others). 
1998: 633,700 inhabitants (68.4% Jews, 31.6% Arabs and others). 
2000: 657,500 inhabitants (68.3% Jews, 31.7% Arabs and others). 
 
In comparison, at the end of 2000, the population of Tel-Aviv was approximately 
354,000 people and that of Haifa was approximately 270,000. 
 

In the 20th century Jerusalem’s population grew overall from c. 45,000 or 60,000 in 1900 
to over 650,000 in 2000. The most important reason to account for this growth is the 
repeated revision of the municipal boundaries. Until the development of new 
neighborhoods outside the city walls began in the 1860s, the city consisted of an area of 
1,000 dunams or 1 square kilometer. Since then the territory under the jurisdiction of the 
municipality was expanded several times, first by the British administration in 1931, then 
again in 1949 when Israelis and Jordanians redrew the boundaries of the part of the city 
under their respective jurisdiction (Jordanian Jerusalem: 6 square kilometers; Israeli 
Jerusalem: 38.1 square kilometers or 38,100 dunams). In 1967, Israel extended the 
boundaries to an area of 108,000 dunams (108 square km) and, in 1990s, brought the city 
to its current size of 126,300 dunams or 126.3 square kilometers. 

 
The first master plan for the development of the city drafted after June 1967 designated 
most of the newly added areas surrounding the built-up city center as greenspace. 
Political concerns with the threat of redivision of the city, however, persuaded the 



government of Prime Minister Golda Meir in the early 1970s that the areas surrounding 
the city center should be used to establish a ring of new Jewish settlements, to assure the 
city would remain united and that the Jewish community was to constitute a decisive 
demographic majority. In the 1980s, the attention of Israel’s government shifted to 
building a further ring of settlements around Jerusalem, but outside its municipal 
jurisdiction, which led to an erosion of funding for the city and a negative migration since 
housing in the new settlements was cheaper and hence more attractive for a population 
that was suffering from the consequences of high unemployment, below-average wages, 
and high rates of fertility.   

 
Far from achieving the goal of establishing a stable rate of growth of the Jewish 
demographic majority, the initiatives of the national government (not be confused with 
the municipal administration, whose objections in these matters were frequently 
overruled or simply ignored) inadvertently led to a significant increase in the Arab 
population of the city after 1967 and to a growth of the ratio of Arab and other residents 
relative to the Jewish population, a trend that has been projected to continue over the next 
decade. Despite the intentional neglect of development of housing and infrastructure in 
the Arab neighborhoods, despite the administrative obstacles created to make it difficult 
for Arabs to obtain building permits, despite the dramatic rise in the enforcement of the 
revoking of residency permits for Arabs whose main residence is no longer in Jerusalem 
(for want of sufficient or adequate housing), the objective of creating and maintaining a 
unified Jewish Jerusalem has failed, a failure that has been acknowledged by the Israeli 
government under Ehud Barak in 2000, the first Israeli government that was willing to 
reach an agreement with the Palestinians on a redivision of Jerusalem and a sharing of 
sovereignty over the Old City and its holy places.  

 
On the Palestinian side, the struggle for Jerusalem has fostered the development of both 
violent and non-violent means of resistence to Israeli occupation. The majority of Arab 
residents of the city has boycotted the municipal elections since 1967 but, as Moshe 
Amirav points out in his recent book, The Jerusalem Syndrome, once the Arabs realize 
that a mere 20% of the city’s population was able to gain the majority in the city council 
and hence upset the hitherto secular system of governance by electing the first member of 
the ultra-Orthodox community as the city’s mayor, the Arab’s could decide to abandon 
their boycott and return an Arab to the mayor’s office. Since the 1990s, Palestinian 
activists, most prominently among them Faisal Husseini, called for a continued 
attachment (tsumud) to Jerusalem as a form of peaceful resistence to policies aimed at 
pressuring the Arab population to abandon the city. While temporarily eclipsed by the 
violence of the second or Al-Aqsa Intifada, this form of civil disobedience created a 
culture of non-violent forms of resistence that appeals to moderates and enhances civil 
institutions that are essential for Palestinian society to establish and maintain itself 
alongside the Israelis.  


