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The Judaization of Jerusalem / Al -Quds 
by 

Basem L. Ra'ad 

             At last yearõs Toronto Palestinian Film Festival, I attended a session     

entitled òJerusalem, We Are Here,ó described as an interactive tour of 1948 

West Jerusalem. It was designed by a Canadian-Israeli academic specifically 

as a virtual excursion into the Katamon and BaqᾺa neighborhoods, inhabited 

by Christian and Muslim Palestinian families before the Nakba ñ in       

English, the Catastrophe.  

  

Little did I anticipate the painful memories this session would bring. 

The tour starts in Katamon at an intersec-

tion that led up to the Semiramis Hotel. 

The hotel was blown up by the Haganah 

on the night of 5-6 January 1948, killing 25 

civilians, and was followed by other at-

tacks intended to vacate non-Jewish citi-

zens from the western part of the city. Not 

far from the Semiramis is the house of my 

grandparents, a three-story building made 

of stone that my grandfather, a stone ma-

son, had designed for the future growth of 

the family. It still stands today. I visited 

the location recently and found it occupied by Israelis, who never compen-

sated my grandparents or even asked permission. My parents and their chil-

dren lived nearby in BaqᾺa. Then on April 9 the Irgun and Stern gangs exe-

cuted the massacre at Deir Yassin which, combined with other Zionist plans 

for depopulation (the last Plan D or Dalet), led to the complete exodus of 

Palestinians from West Jerusalem and surrounding villages, as well as hun-

dreds of towns and villages in Palestine. Our family and almost 30,000 West 

Jerusalem Palestinians, plus 40,000 from nearby villages, adding up to more 

than 726,000 from throughout Palestine (close to 900,000 according to other 

U.N. estimates) were forced into refugee status and not allowed to return to 

their homes. 

 

 The true story of West Jerusalem is far from what Zionist propa-

ganda portrays to justify the expulsion of its Palestinian inhabitants: an 
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òArab attackó against which the Jews held bravely, 

rich Palestinians escaping on the first sign of vio-

lence, then being overwhelmed by Jewish immi-

grants whom the Israelis were forced to let stay in 

vacated Arab housesñor other similar tales. 

In 1995, I made a òreturnó to Palestine by 

virtue of a foreign passport that allowed me to enter 

on a three-month visa. I was obliged to leave at the 

end of each three-month period and to rent accom-

modations. It was not always easy to get the usual 

three months, and I wasnõt allowed to renew my 

stay internally, though the Ministry of Interior gives 

renewals to other holders of foreign passports for 

those not of Palestinian origin. I faced restrictions 

and received none of the privileges accorded to 

Jews, born elsewhere, who wished or were recruited 

to come to the country of my birth.  By this time, my 

grandparents and my parents had died and were 

buried in Jordan. East Jerusalem has been occupied 

since 1967, and the whole of geographic Palestine 

controlled by Israel.  

 Before crossing, I searched the papers kept 

by my brother in Jordan and discovered two docu-

ments: one related to a parcel of land my parents 

had purchased in the early 1940s, and the other a 

deed to a piece of land on the way to Beth Lahm/

Bethlehem my father acquired in 1954 (in òthe West 

Bank,ó then under Jordanian rule), perhaps thinking 

of it as a substitute for the loss in 1948. In searching 

for the first parcel, I was told a request for informa-

tion has to go to a Tel Aviv office, though Iõm pretty 

sure it would be found to be classified under the 

Absenteesõ Property Law and thus already expro-

priated by the Israelis.  

I then started looking for the second parcel. 

No one seemed to know about it; the Israeli munici-

pal office said it did not exist. Months passed when 

by accident I raised the subject with a colleague who 

told me she heard about that area and that I should 

check with an old man who lives near New Gate. 

The man indeed had maps and documents for the 

parcels in that development. He told me that after 

1967 he lost contact with some landowners who 

lived on the other side of the Jordan river, that the 

whole hillside was expropriated by the Israeli gov-

ernment in 1970 to build the colony of Gilo. He 

showed me letters that he as a representative had 

written to various governments, to the U.N., to the 

Pope, to any organization he thought could help, to 

no avail.    

To recall such events highlights a small part 

of the enormity of the Palestinian Nakba. Depopu-

lating Palestinians from West Jerusalem was part of 

the process of destruction and ethnic cleansing of 

scores of cities and towns and hundreds of villages 

throughout the whole of Palestine, documented in 

Walid Khalidiõs All That Remains and Ilan Pappeõs 

Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine. The Arab countries 

were half-hearted in their interference on May 15, 

with ill -equipped armies and foreign -influenced 

governments; the Palestinians were unprepared and 

poorly mobilized to deal with a well -planned Zion-

ist invasion, their resources and much of the leader-

ship having been decimated by the British in the 

1936-39 uprising. The Zionist plan has continued to 

operate and expand until today, pursuing its objec-

tive for control of all of Palestine, in spite of Israel 

having agreed to the U.N. partition plan leading to 

two states  and to the return of Palestinian refugees  

as a condition for Israelõs acceptance as a member of 

the U.N. 

What happened in West Jerusalem in 1948 is 

today sidelined by the attention given to occupied 

East Jerusalem, with the issues shifted in focus to 

make it appear as if the òdisputeó is now only about 

the òWest Bankó and òEast Jerusalem.ó To begin 

with West Jerusalem is to emphasize that any even-

tual solution must account for it as part of the refu-

gee issue, which also includes other cities like Yafa 
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and Haifa and hundreds of villages throughout the 

country, either destroyed (as with most of them), re-

placed by colonies, or kept intact as in the old homes 

now inhabited by Israelis without regard for the 

original owners (in places like ôEin Hawd/Ein Hod 

and ôEin Karem).  

This essay analyses the claim Israel used for 

taking Palestinian land, and details Israelõs Judaizing 

actions within the city and outside in the expanded 

municipal boundaries where several  Jewish colonies 

have been built. It discusses the most blatant òlawsó 

enacted by Israel to provide legal cover for its take-

over of land and properties and its measures to con-

trol the cityõs demography by apply-

ing discriminatory regulations on resi-

dency. 

 

The Zionist Claim System  

    When considering historical Jerusa-

lem, we think of the small area now 

called the Old City, contained within 

the Ottoman walls completed in 1541.  

It is less than one square kilometer, 

compared to the cityõs current self-

declared Israeli boundaries, which en-

compass 123 square kilometers.  In the 

map (Figure 1) the Old City is the 

barely noticeable rectangle in the mid-

dle.  Before June 1967, Jordanian-

controlled East Jerusalem, along with 

suburbs outside the wall, measured 

only 6 square kilometers, while West 

Jerusalem covered 32 square kilome-

ters.  The  boundaries that existed un-

til 1967 were the result of the 1949 Ar-

mistice Agreement. The ògreen lineó 

then violated the stipulation in the 

U.N. partition resolution that Jerusa-

lem and surrounding areas be desig-

nated as a òcorpus separatum.ó The cityõs interna-

tionalization as a kind of Vatican, affirmed in later 

resolutions, still informs the special status of various 

consulates, and points to the specific impropriety of 

the recent U.S. recognition of Jerusalem as the capital 

of Israel. 

     The Zionist claim system, which was devel-

oped and adapted over more than a hundred years, 

was preceded for centuries by a somewhat similar 

Western claim system. The identification with bibli-

cal narratives was useful in providing a religious ra-

tionale for colonial and racial theories, starting with 

the discovery of the New World and expanding 

across the world starting in the sixteenth century. 

 

Figure 1: Map showing expanded municipal boundary and òGreater      
        Jerusalem.ó The Old City is a small rectangle in the middle. 


