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n international politics, Jerusalem is one of the most complicated issues, occupying the minds of 
statesmen, scholars, the press, the clergy of the three monotheistic religions to which the city is holy, 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, and their followers, and broadly speaking, attentive audiences around 

the globe. This makes Jerusalem relevant to billions of people around the world on virtually a daily basis. In 
the academic world, Jerusalem and its legal status never fail to fascinate scholars in political science, history, 
Middle Eastern studies, international law, and other disciplines and fields. This makes Gadi Heimann’s 
excellent article a relevant and important contribution to scholars and practitioners alike. It covers an era that 
in many ways set the ground for the last 25-years of discussion on the fate of the city.1 Many themes that 
appear in this article haven’t changed much in the past 50 or 60 years; they form the basis of political and 
legal precedents that were used (or misused) later. The fact that Jerusalem remains an unresolved issue makes 
any study of its political status a timely piece that contributes to the knowledge and understanding of scholars 
and policymakers. A major bonus in reading this article is that it views the struggle from both sides, the 
American and the Israeli, using the national/state archives from both countries, thus telling a comprehensive 
story in which one side’s actions affect the other side’s policy and deeds and vice versa. This two-way 
diplomatic traffic is a point that many times appears to be forgotten in some studies and in part of the public 
discourse. In other words, neither the United States nor Israel dictated the foreign policy of the other; there 
was a dialogue. 

The analysis offered in this article is remarkable, but it begins with the “US policy on the question of 
Jerusalem, 1947-51” (791), which seemingly takes for granted the Zionist/Israeli policy on Jerusalem at the 
same time. This is a lacuna that I wish to elaborate on because the other side of the story is worth telling, not 
merely for the sake of balanced and comprehensive history (which is one of the major strengths of this article 
in its later stages), but for a better understanding of the Israeli position on Jerusalem back then and perhaps 

                                                       
1 Lior Lehrs, “Jerusalem on the Negotiating Table: Analyzing the Israeli-Palestinian Peace Talks on Jerusalem 

(1993-2015),” Israel Studies 21:3 (2016): 179-205. 
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even now. The Zionist/Israeli policy on Jerusalem before the establishment of the state and in its infant years 
has been analyzed by several scholars, thus a brief review of their works is in place. The question of 
Jerusalem’s status remained open not only for the international community but also for Israel. In essence, 
although Jerusalem was always on Jewish and Zionist minds, and was both the source and the ends for 
national aspirations, the young state of Israel was not as fixated on Jerusalem as it became later, especially after 
1967. Tel Aviv was the seat of the government during the first year of Israel’s statehood for practical and 
security reasons, because Tel Aviv was the safest large city, far from the frontline of the war, and the military 
headquarters were there. Jerusalem was unsafe during the war, and even afterwards, until 1967 it was a 
frontier city, surrounded from the north, east, and south by Jordan, then an enemy state with a well-trained 
army. 

Nowadays, it might sound surprising that the Zionist leadership, which proclaimed Israel’s independence on 
14 May 1948, was debating the connection of Jerusalem to the Jewish State long before its declaration of 
independence. The Jewish connection was never in question, but the practical connection between the future 
state and the city was. During the decade-long discussions on partitioning Mandatory Palestine (from the 
mid-1930s), the political leaders of the Yishuv (the Jewish community) accepted the idea of partitioning the 
land (except for one offer that left the Jewish State with very little land) and were even willing to give up 
sovereignty over Jerusalem, if that would secure the establishment of a Jewish State that was an urgent need.2 
Before Israel was established, the leadership discussed where to locate the capital. David Ben-Gurion, 
Chairman of the Executive of the Jewish Agency, and, after proclaiming Israel’s independence, its first Prime 
Minister and Minister of Defense, offered the Nabataean city of Kornov (Mamshit, or Memphis) near the 
modern city of Dimona in the Negev Desert which was the farthest location from any border, but dropped it 
quickly. Golda Meir, head of the political department of the Jewish Agency (effectively, the foreign minister 
of the Yishuv) and later Israel’s fourth Prime Minister, offered Haifa; and even Herzliyya, a city closing on Tel 
Aviv from the north, offered itself as capital because it is named after Theodore Herzl, the founder of the 
World Zionist Organization and the prominent advocate at the turn of the Twentieth Century of Jewish 
statehood in Palestine (known in Israel as “Visionary of the State”).3 Tel Aviv was preferred then, but it was 
temporary in Israel’s mind, until Jerusalem was secured. 

But once the state was established and amid the total rejection by the Arabs of the November 1947 Partition 
Plan, and given that Israel secured its control over the western parts of Jerusalem and reached the armistice 
agreement with Jordan that divided the city but left west Jerusalem under full Israeli control, Israel believed 
that the Partition Plan was null and void. Moving to Jerusalem was complicated, logistically and politically. 
Nevertheless, Ben-Gurion announced in the Knesset (Israel’s parliament) in December 1949 that Israel’s 
government was moving to Jerusalem, and asked the Knesset to move as well, which it did.4 

                                                       
2 Motti Golani, “Zionism without Zion: The Jerusalem Question, 1947-1949,” Journal of Israeli History 16:1 

(1995): 39-52; Yossi Katz, Partner to Partition: The Jewish Agency’s Partition Plan in the Mandate Era (London: Frank 
Cass, 1998). 

3 On this matter see Michael Brecher, “Jerusalem: Israel’s Political Decisions, 1947-1977,” Middle East Journal 
32:1 (1978), 20 (footnote 21), citing Zeev Sharef, Three Days: An Account of the Last Days of the British Mandate and the 
Birth of Israel (London: W. H. Allen, 1962), 158-162. 

4 On the 1948-1949 Israeli discussions see Uri Bialer, “The Road to the Capital–The Establishment of 
Jerusalem as the Official Seat of the Israeli Government in 1949,” Studies in Zionism 5:2 (1984): 273-296; Yossi Katz 
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It is relevant to note that Israel decided to move the government to Jerusalem in response to a UN General 
Assembly resolution that reaffirmed the resolution on the internationalization of Jerusalem (792). As 
mentioned earlier, Israel viewed this resolution (which was part of the Partition Plan, UN Resolution 181 of 
29 November 1947) as unrealistic given the Arab rejection and then the invasion of Israel by Arab armies on 
the day after it was proclaimed. The decision to move the foreign ministry was delayed because of the 
international sensitivities around it that Israel was well aware of, and many of the officials, including Foreign 
Minister Moshe Sharett, were reluctant to move.5 When it eventually happened, it was done relatively quietly 
but was answered with a boycott, orchestrated by the United States. This is well documented in Heimann’s 
article (793-799). At face value, Israel was a revisionist actor regarding Jerusalem, changing the status of 
Jerusalem unilaterally. But the timeline suggests an alternative reading in which some of Israel’s actions were 
provoked, consciously or not, by the United Nations (UN) and by Jordan by the annexation of the territories 
it captured in the 1948 War in Palestine, including east Jerusalem and the Old City.6 

Insisting on internationalizing Jerusalem might have been only the beginning of forcefully pushing Israel back 
to the lines drawn in the Partition Plan of 1947. The 1948-1949 war ended with Israel controlling many 
territories beyond those allocated for the Jewish State in the Partition Plan. None of the additional territories 
it gained was challenged by the UN or any of the great powers at that point, except Jerusalem, the ‘Jewel in 
the Crown’. Thus, Israel’s moves in Jerusalem were not only for the sake of establishing (the western part of) 
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, but also for the sake of all the territories Israel possessed following its 
defensive war. This was Ben-Gurion’s view of the matter in 1949 when he advocated making Jerusalem the 
capital.7 And once the decision on Jerusalem was adopted, it was critical to see it through; Ben-Gurion and 
the Israeli government were determined to move the entire government–except for the ministry of defense 
(that would remain in Tel Aviv) and the ministry of agriculture (located in Beit Dagan in the outskirts of Tel 
Aviv)–to Jerusalem. Retreating would bear unacceptable political costs for Israel; the most painful would have 
been the notion that under immense pressure, Israel would give up on Jerusalem. This notion was at the core 
of Israel’s actions concerning Jerusalem since December 1949, through 1967, and to this day. And as 
Heimann writes, Israel sees the heavy political costs (being the only country in the world whose self-
proclaimed capital is not recognized) as worth paying (804). 

Heimann’s article is also a valuable contribution to the already rich literature on U.S.-Israel relations. It deals 
with an early era when the United States had yet to become Israel’s patron and supplier, but since Israel did 
not have another patron (France took that role in 1956) and it was eager to align with the United States and 
the west, it was anxious not to alienate the Americans. This made the struggle over Jerusalem much more 
sensitive for Israel. It is illuminating to see how the struggle was conducted by both countries and how similar 

                                                       
and Yair Paz, “The Transfer of Government Ministries to Jerusalem, 1948–49: Continuity or Change in the Zionist 
Attitude to Jerusalem?” Journal of Israeli History 23:2 (2004): 232-259. 

5 Ofira Gruweis-Kovalsky and Yossi Katz, “The Relocation of the Israeli Foreign Ministry in 1953 and the 
Jerusalem Question,” Journal of Historical Geography 46 (2014): 80-91. 

6 Elad Ben-Dror and Asaf Ziedler, “Israel, Jordan, and their Efforts to Frustrate the United Nations Resolutions 
to Internationalise Jerusalem,” Diplomacy & Statecraft 26:4 (2015): 636-658. 

7 The Ben-Gurion Diaries, 14 December 1949. See in Golani, “Zionism without Zion?”, 47 [Hebrew]. 
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were later struggles when Israel became truly dependent, for instance the struggle on President Jimmy Carter’s 
letter to Egyptian President Anwar al-Sadat on the topic of Jerusalem on the last day of the Camp David 
Summit in September 1978. The letter stated that the United States viewed east Jerusalem as part of the West 
Bank, hence an occupied territory. But the Israeli delegation protested and threatened to leave without 
signing the Camp David Accords that were otherwise agreed. Carter rewrote the letter, stating that the United 
States’ position on Jerusalem was well-known, as stated by Ambassador Arthur Goldberg in the UN General 
Assembly on 14 July 1967, and by Ambassador Charles Yost in the Security Council on 1 July 1969.8 

Heimann points out that the U.S. assured Israel in August 1953 that its struggle over Jerusalem would not 
affect the overall relations (797). Were Jerusalem a genuine top priority for Washington, it might have been a 
make-or-break issue with Israel at a time in which the American commitment to Israel was not high. But that 
was not the case. However, Heimann reports of one incident in 1964 when Israel refused to allow the new 
American consul general in Jerusalem to enter the country with a passport indicating he was going to 
Jerusalem, Palestine. The U.S. warned that relations would “suffer greatly,” but in the end, there was a 
compromise: the U.S. issued a new passport to the diplomat without the word Palestine (i.e., Jerusalem was 
now exterritorial) while he could still keep the old one (803). This compromise is still valid, and was the 
subject of a Supreme Court ruling in June 2015 against changing the birthplace of an American child from 
‘Jerusalem’ to ‘Israel.’9 

Heimann argues that whereas the U.S. was willing to accept the actual Israeli and Jordanian control over the 
divided city of Jerusalem (along the lines where the 1948-1949 war ended), it was unwilling to recognize 
Western Jerusalem as Israel’s capital because Israel and Jordan disrespected the UN’s December 1949 corpus 
separatum resolution that should have made the city international, thus undermining the status of the UN 
(790). Heimann explains that America led the struggle against Israel over Jerusalem based on its sense of 
responsibility to and protection of the UN, which the U.S. worked very hard to establish (790). But there was 
also the American desire to befriend the Arab states that can indicate that the United States had a self-interest 
in protesting Israel’s actions. Nevertheless, the U.S. wanted to salvage the UN’s status on the cheap, without 
financing or manning the implementation of the corpus separatum decision (791). The U.S. learned the hard 
way that it could not achieve its goal of maintaining the decision to make Jerusalem international without 
investing in it. 

The Americans were not acting in response to Arab demands (803). This demonstrates that not every 
superpower policy in the Middle East during the Cold War reflected pressures emerging from the Arab-Israeli 
conflict. However, it seems unlikely that the United States was so adamant on Jerusalem only for the sake of 
the status of the UN. Heimann makes a good point in showing that the U.S. was in fact giving Israel a de 
facto recognition of its sovereignty over the western section of Jerusalem but it refused to give a de jure 
recognition that stood against the American interest in respecting the UN resolution. But this is not 

                                                       
8 William B. Quandt, Camp David: Peacemaking and Politics (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 

1986), 251-252; Shlomo Slonim, Jerusalem in America’s Foreign Policy, 1947-1997 (The Hague: Kluwer Law 
International, 1998), 223-234. 

9 Yonah Jeremy Bob, “US Supreme Court: No 'Israel' allowed on passports of Americans born in Jerusalem,” 
Jerusalem Post, 8 June 2015, http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/US-Supreme-Court-invalidates-Jerusalem-passport-law-
405391. 

http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/US-Supreme-Court-invalidates-Jerusalem-passport-law-405391
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/US-Supreme-Court-invalidates-Jerusalem-passport-law-405391
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convincing, in my view. If the U.S. were willing to accept the de facto division of the city, the resolution was 
obsolete by any standard and insisting on it seems incomprehensible. I would argue that the U.S. only used 
the UN as a façade for its own regional interests: accepting the practical (de facto) division of Jerusalem but 
refraining from accepting it legally (de jure) saved America’s face in the Arab world and left options open. 
Israel learned to live with it and celebrated the practical aspects of recognition of Jerusalem as its capital, such 
as receiving heads of state and other political leaders in Jerusalem when they came to meet their Israeli 
counterparts. Long after the period discussed in the article, a legal recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 
had become linked to an agreement between Israel and Jordan and later the Palestinians in peace negotiations. 
This has been the American position for many years now. No one is considering anymore implementing the 
corpus separatum resolution. In the spirit of compromise that characterized the Zionist struggle for Jerusalem 
since the 1930s, this is a great diplomatic victory to Israel, even if it is only de facto. 

At the end of the article, Heimann considers the post-1967 era and concludes that Israel lost all of its gains 
from the pre-1967 era. Due to the approval of the Basic Law: Jerusalem Capital of Israel in 1980 (by the 
Begin Government), all the embassies that relocated to Jerusalem since the struggle discussed in Heimann’s 
article have returned to Tel Aviv. Only two remained, but even they (El Salvador and Costa Rica) left in 
October 2006. With no embassies based in Jerusalem, one might argue that Israel lost the battle for 
recognition of Jerusalem; nevertheless, no one truly questions Israel’s control of pre-1967 west Jerusalem. The 
United States is holding up the recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital – precisely what Israel attempted to 
gain in the early 1950s – until a permanent settlement is agreed.10 

In conclusion, the article is an outstanding read, well organized, and well documented. It should serve 
students of modern Middle East politics, U.S.-Israel relations, and related topics as a tight introduction into 
the complicated issue of Jerusalem’s status. 
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10 The review was written before President Trump’s visit to Israel on 22 May 2017. During the election 

campaign and before his inauguration in January 2017, and even for a while later, there were reports that he might 
recognize Jerusalem and move the embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. But more recently, there were contradictory 
reports. Thus, at the time of writing there is no change in U.S. policy on Jerusalem. 
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