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One of the most well-known and enduring conflicts in the Middle East today is the 

Arab-Israeli conflict. It’s a complex and controversial topic that covers different aspects and 

that has defined the region for decades now. It could mainly be described as a national 

conflict between two communities that have fought for generations for the same land. But it 

also entails religious aspects, economic issues, regional aspects, etc. Different rounds of 

negotiations have tried to solve this problem since the 1990s, and though there have been 

advances, some major stumble blocks remain. These unsolved issues are the future status of 

Jerusalem, considered by both parties as their capital, borders, which could follow broadly 

the pre-1967 lines, the question of Palestinian refugees and their claimed right of return to 

their pre-1948 homes, and the future of Israeli settlements in the West Bank1. 

Out of all of these issues, probably one of the most contentious is what to do with 

Jerusalem. It’s a very sensitive issue, for Palestinians and Israelis alike, especially when it 

comes to the Old City. Containing some of the most sacred monuments of the three main 

monotheistic religions, neither part wants to give up its alleged rights. 

But in order to understand the situation of Jerusalem, we ought to know something 

about the different proposals for it even from before 1948. After the British conquest of 

Palestine from the Ottoman Empire during World War I, Britain declared its intention to 

establish a Jewish National Home in Palestine, first in the Balfour Declaration and then in the 
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Mandate Document. At first, it wasn’t clear if this would lead to statehood but it was 

certainly a breakthrough for Zionism, which had achieved the support of a major superpower 

at the time. The British permitted Jewish immigration to Palestine, though, faced with 

pressure from the Arab population, they established some limits on it. Arab opposition to 

the development of a Jewish National Home in Palestine and continued efforts from the 

Zionist leadership to establish it led to confrontation and, already in the 1930s, violent 

struggle between the two communities. The British found themselves in the middle of this 

fight and acknowledging the impossibility of a future joint state, they published the first 

proposal of partition, the Peel Plan2.  

Apart from being the first document that supports a two-state solution, it is also the 

first one that treats separately the issue of Jerusalem. It supported that, along with the Arab 

and Jewish state, there would be a separate continued British Mandate over Jerusalem and 

Bethlehem. Though this proposal failed to be implemented, it became a very important 

precedent for years to come, as we will see below. 

When the time for British withdrawal came, they decided to ask the UN what would 

become of Palestine. And their plan entailed again partition and an international status for 

Jerusalem and its surrounding area. The idea was to acknowledge the sensitivity the capital 

city arose and cope with it by not giving it to either of the states, but to an international 

trusteeship that would ensure freedom of access to the holy sites of the different religions3. 

This plan was initially accepted by Ben Gurion and the leadership of the Yishuv, though with 

great reluctance due to the loss of the capital for the Jewish people had yearned for nearly 

2000 years. But the Arab leadership rejected any partition altogether, as it saw all of 

Palestine as their own homeland and the Jewish immigrants as foreign invaders.  

Yet again, the proposal fell in deaf ears and war broke out between newly created 

Israel and its Arab neighbours. Fighting ceased when parties agreed to a ceasefire along the 

lines of combat in 1949, leaving Jerusalem divided between West Jerusalem, controlled by 

Israel and East Jerusalem, including the Old City, controlled by Transjordan. Both sides 

annexed the territories they had conquered, initiating a division of the Holy City that lasted 

for 19 years.  
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After a period of tensions and confrontations, in 1967, the Six Day War erupted and 

Israel managed to defeat its opposing Arab neighbours, taking over the West Bank, including 

East Jerusalem. As a result of this victory, PM Levi Eshkol proceeded to expand Jerusalem’s 

municipal boundaries, including neighbourhoods that weren’t part of the Jordanian 

municipality4. Again, the war came to an end without a final agreement, but armistices. The 

international community, in order to help put an end to the conflict, adopted UNSC 

Resolution 242, which is defined as a “masterpiece of diplomatic ambiguity”5. It called for 

Israel’s withdrawal from “territories” (not “the territories”) but also pointed out the right of 

every State “to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries”6. 

Following these events, little has changed in the position of the parties toward 

Jerusalem. Israel claims it as its “complete and united capital”7, as it proclaimed in the Basic 

Law of Jerusalem in 1980. Jordan renounced sovereignty over any part of the West Bank in 

19888 and recognized the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people. The UN 

rejected Israel’s annexation of East Jerusalem in several resolutions in the 1980s9. The PLO, 

representing the Palestinians, claims sovereignty over East Jerusalem and a return to the 

1967 boundary.  

Generally, the parties have maintained their positions unmovable: in Israel, it has 

become a taboo among politicians to be set to divide Jerusalem again, and among the 

Palestinians, East Jerusalem is regarded as its irrevocable capital. But, during 1990s, a series 

of accords were agreed upon by Israelis and Palestinians, the Oslo Accords. These were a 

series of agreements between Israel and the PLO to grant autonomy to some of the most 

populous Arab villages on the West Bank and Gaza. The most contentious issues were left to 

be resolved in a future “permanent status agreement”10. One of these was, of course, 

Jerusalem. 

However, increased terrorist activity and mutual distrust led to delays in the 

negotiations over “permanent status”. It was not until 2000 when both PM Barak and PLO 
                                                             
4 (Bickerton & Klausner, 1991, p. 172) 
5 (Bickerton & Klausner, 1991, p. 171) 
6 (Bickerton & Klausner, 1991, p. 171) 
7 https://www.knesset.gov.il/laws/special/eng/basic10_eng.htm  
8 (Bickerton & Klausner, 1991, pp. 253–254) 
9 http://undocs.org/S/RES/478(1980)  
10 (Morris, 2011, pp. 313–315) 
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leader Arafat agreed to negotiate regarding a permanent status resolution. Through the US 

mediation, these Camp David discussions have been claimed to be the closest there ever was 

to a final peace deal.  

For our purposes, what’s more remarkable of these negotiations is that they 

constitute the first time an Israeli PM was prepared to discuss sovereignty on Jerusalem. 

Barak’s idea was to achieve an all-or-nothing deal, a historic pact that would put an end to 

the conflict. That’s why he proposed a re-division of Jerusalem between along ethnic lines: 

Arab neighbourhoods would became Palestinians while Jewish ones would remain Israeli. At 

first, the Temple Mount or Haram ash Sharif, the third most sacred place for Islam but also 

where the Jewish Temple stood, was to remain under Israel’s sovereignty. This proved to be 

unacceptable for Palestinian leadership, and later on different solutions were proposed: joint 

sovereignty, international trusteeship… But these negotiations finally failed11. 

Ever since, the reasons for this failure have been long discussed and, while Palestinian 

stubbornness has been presented as the main stumble block, other, more complex reasons 

have also been presented. First of all, Arafat didn’t trust Israel to deliver what was being 

promised and feared that giving in would undermine Palestinian claim to the whole of East 

Jerusalem. On the other hand, Palestinians considered that they were the ones to have ceded 

too much with the Oslo agreements, when they renounced any claim in Israel proper. For 

them, renouncing more of their own territory would be outrageous. Also, the refugee 

problem remained unresolved12. 

After a change in leadership in both parties, between 2006 and 2008 there was again 

hope for a final settlement. Barak’s offer on Jerusalem was more or less replicated by new 

PM Olmert, with Jerusalem partitioned in Arab and Jewish majority zones and the holy sites 

being administered by a multinational committee. Palestinian leader Abbas considered this 

offer but other circumstances contributed to its failure. Mainly, both leaders were being 

questioned by their own peoples, Olmert due to corruption allegations13 and Abbas because 

of the Palestinian civil war in Gaza. 

Currently, ten years after these talks, a final settlement of the problem doesn’t seem 
                                                             
11 http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2001/08/09/camp-david-the-tragedy-of-errors/  
12 http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2001/08/09/camp-david-the-tragedy-of-errors/  
13 (Bickerton & Klausner, 1991, pp. 434–435) 
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close, especially when it comes to Jerusalem. Labour and Kadima leaders that proposed 

compromises have been knocked out in elections and PM Netanyahu hasn’t renewed their 

offers to Abbas. His different coalitions have been vehemently opposed to any change in the 

status of Jerusalem. 

On the other hand, Palestinian leadership has been severely weakened in recent years 

due to its division between a Hamas-led Gaza and a Fatah-led Palestinian Authority. Also 

because of this, it’s difficult for negotiations to continue, with two differing leaderships in 

Palestine. 

In any case, even though nowadays it’s difficult to see any solution in the near future 

with regards to Jerusalem, the already mentioned efforts are historical proof that an 

agreement on this issue is probably not totally out of reach. Even if Jerusalem is a major 

obstacle for a final peace deal, it’s possibly not the most contentious issue, that being either 

refugees or settlements. It’s true that current circumstances do not necessarily lead us to 

optimism but in the medium-term, the situation may improve enough in both sides. 
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