Reflections of/in Israel

United (State of) Jerusalem

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

In this column, I generally try to stay away from politically sensitive, hot-button issues -- and focus on other aspects of public and private life in Israel. This column will be different. Although I think that my stance here is relatively "middle-of-the-road", I fully realize that it will set off many readers. So be it.


The straw that broke this camel's back was the Democratic Presidential Convention -- specifically, the Republican response to the Democrats' initial stance on Jerusalem. Under attack for not explicitly stating in the platform that Jerusalem will remain united under Jewish rule as the country's capital, President Obama pushed to have that clause reinstated in the platform -- only to have the convention show its partial disapproval of the change (half yelled "yea" and half called out "nay" -- when two-thirds were necessary to pass the revision).


Let's forget about the fact that for decades all presidential candidates have sworn allegiance to this, and upon entering office promptly ignored their declaration, sometimes even overriinge Congressional "mandates" (it's easy to vote "yes" if you're a Congressperson when you don't have to carry out the policy with all its ramifications). So Obama and Romney are sailing in the same hypocritical boat -- as were Bush, Clinton et al. 


The real issue is "United Jerusalem" -- what does that mean? Or more precisely: which Jerusalem are we talking about? The original City of David? The 1948 Jerusalem, part of which was under Jordanian control? The post-1967 Jerusalem with a modest amount of annexed eastern acreage united under one municipal government? The 1990s Jerusalem, having significantly expanded from a few decades earlier? Or the municipal plans for the future, greatly enlarging its territorial boundaries? Indeed, at the present rate of expansion, the City of Tel Aviv will be annexed to Jerusalem by the end of the century!! It bears noting that Israel's Basic (Constitutional) Law on Jerusalem makes no mention of boundaries. So before anyone gets too worked up about "Jerusalem", let them first define it in territorial terms.


Of course, the real issue here is not so much east/west or north/south, but the Arab areas: Abu Dis, Shuafat, and other primarily non-Jewish, Jerusalem neighborhoods. (I will purposely leave out of this discussion the Temple Mount area -- a completely different, and far more complex, kettle of fish.) True, the Palestinians insist that former Arab neighborhoods (or land areas) such as today's Jewish Ramot, Pisgat Zeev etc, will also have to be returned to Palestinian sovereignty, but given Israelis' overwhelming support for keeping these areas under Israeli rule, not to mention the huge infrastructure outlays already spent to house over a hundred thousand Israeli Jews, that's a non-starter from Israel's perspective.


But what about those Arab Jerusalem neighborhoods under Israeli "sovereignty"? I have put the word in quote marks for a good reason: the Jerusalem municipality invests very little money here, and even the Israeli police are loathe to enter or do any serious policing, as long as Jews are not involved as victims or criminal perpetrators. Thus, Arab Jerusalem (north, east and south) is de facto not really part of Jerusalem or even under much Israeli control. Not to mention that almost all Arab Jerusalemites refuse to vote in Israeli national, or Jerusalem municipal, elections.


So what would happen if in any final peace treaty these Arab areas/neighborhoods would be granted to the Palestinians to form their own capital? Nothing. Jewish Yerushalayim would stay "united" and the city could still expand in three directions until it reached the Eilat to the South, the Meditteranean to the west, and Lebanon to the north. Yes, I am being sarcastic, but only because of the tremendous hypocrisy of Israel's leaders (here too, Right and Center-Left) -- no less than America's presidents -- all of whom insist that peace is possible, but are not willing to look Jerusalem in the face and say to Israelis and Palestinians alike: Jewish Jerusalem -- ALL of it -- stays in Israel; Arab Jerusalem -- go ahead and do with it what you want, in Palestine.


When that happens, whoever is U.S. president will immediately and actually move the American embassy to Jerusalem and accept the Israeli stand that "Jerusalem, the Capital of Israel, will remain united forever." 

* * * * * * * * * * * *
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