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IS JERUSALEM BEING “JUDAIZED”? 
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The Palestinian leadership, various non-governmental organ-

izations and even foreign governments frequently confront the 
municipality of Jerusalem (as well as Israel’s national govern-
ment) over its purported policy of “Judaizing” Jerusalem. The 
allegation leveled is that an unacknowledged policy is in place to 
change the holy city’s demographic balance to the detriment of 
the Arabs. There is, however, no clear historical evidence to sup-
port these claims. Moreover, although the Jewish population has 
roughly doubled since 1967, when the then-divided city was reu-
nited under Israeli sovereignty, the number of Arab residents has 
nearly tripled. Despite complaints of discrimination, every year 
thousands of Arab from the Palestinian areas choose to make Je-
rusalem their home. Thus is it reasonable to ask—why the con-
stant hue and cry regarding “Judaization”? Is historical igno-
rance so widespread as to facilitate repeated, outrageously false 
claims? Are these allegations simply another convenient rhetori-
cal weapon that can be mobilized against the Jewish state? Or 
might it be that the demographic shift isn’t taking place fast 
enough for Israel’s critics?  

 
 
It is hardly necessary to go back to the reign of King David in 

Jerusalem, three thousand years ago, when the city was almost 
exclusively Jewish, to dismiss the frequent allegations that Israel  
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is trying to “Judaize” Jerusalem. Indeed, as demographers have 
demonstrated, during the entire 100-year period that preceded the 
emergence of the modern State of Israel, Jews constituted the 
largest component of the population. Despite the unambiguous 
statistics, however, Arab and Islamic entities perpetuate the “Ju-
daizing” canard. Ignorant of Jerusalem’s demographic history, 
indifferent as to what is at stake from an urban planning stand-
point, these entities join in the boilerplate protests against “the 
Judaizing of Jerusalem.” Upon examination, however, it is clear 
that there is no factual basis for these claims and indeed, the re-
verse is true. The Jewish population has, since Israel’s capture of 
the predominantly Arab eastern sector in 1967, actually decreased 
as a percentage of Jerusalem’s population. 
 
 

Demographic History and Projections 
 

Jerusalem is often thought of as being a major city throughout 
recorded history. Yet despite its grandeur in ancient times and its 
beauty today, the holy city spent most of the past 2000 years as a 
depopulated, isolated and neglected backwater. Jerusalem’s rapid 
demographic evolution in modern times can be traced back ap-
proximately 150 years. In the words of the late Professor U. O. 
Schmelz: 

 
In the early part of 19th century Palestine was a remote and rather 
unimportant corner of the vast but decaying Ottoman Empire. 
Population size was at a low ebb; destitution, ignorance, neglect, 
misgovernment and discrimination of religious minorities pre-
vailed. Calamities such as droughts, consequent famines, and 
outbreaks of epidemics were frequent; but even in ordinary years 
endemic diseases were rife and insecurity widespread.…At the 
time, Jerusalem was not the main city of Palestine, politically or 
economically. Despite its historical fame and religious signifi-
cance, Jerusalem was in fact small, an island town of a backward 
provincial region, off major trade routes....[I]t was accessible on-
ly by riding or on foot and goods had to be transported by beasts 
of burden, since the first carriageable road, connecting Jerusalem 
with the port of Jaffa, was not constructed before 1869....[T]he 
city has hardly any water from natural springs or traditional 
wells.1 

  
In 1845, the earliest modern effort to conduct a census, the 

Prussian Council in Jerusalem estimated the population of the city 
to comprise 7,120 Jews, 5,000 Muslims, and 3,390 Christians.2 
Karl Marx, who was hardly a proponent of Jewish interests, ex-
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plained in an 1854 article that the Jewish population of Jerusalem 
made up the majority in the city.3 As early as the 1860s,various 
other reports asserted that the Jews were the majority of Jerusa-
lem’s population.4 By the 1870s, the Jewish population passed the 
10,000 mark and “probably amounted to about half of the city’s 
total population, according to Professor Schmelz’s interpretation 
of early census data.5 

From the 1880s onward all sources acknowledged that Jews 
constituted a majority in the city.6 Data from the British Mandato-
ry period, between the world wars, reflected the Jews comprising 
approximately 60 percent of the total population in the city, with 
the remainder divided almost equally between Muslims and Chris-
tians.7 The last British census taken before the 1948 War of Inde-
pendence found the Jewish population to be approximately 
100,000, with the remaining 65,000 almost equally divided be-
tween Muslims and Christians.8  

As a result of the 1948 war, Jerusalem was bisected by an 
armistice line running on an irregular north-south course.9 Thou-
sands of Jews and tens of thousands of Arabs abandoned homes in 
residential areas that, respectively, ended up in the Jordanian and 
Israeli zones of the city.10 For the ensuing 19 years, no Jews lived 
on the Jordanian side and Arabs constituted less than one percent 
of the population on the Israeli side.11  

According to the Jordanian and Israeli censuses of 1961, in 
their respective zones, the city’s aggregate population was com-
prised of 72 percent Jews, 22 percent Muslims, and 5 percent 
Christians.12 The 1967 war, followed by Israel’s expansion of the 
municipal boundaries of the re-united city, resulted in the Jewish 
percentage of the city’s population rising to 73.4 percent.13  

Since 1967 various factors have contributed to the rapid 
growth of the city’s Arab population, both in terms of absolute 
numbers and as a percentage of the total. These factors include 
their high fertility rate,14 employment opportunities exceeding 
those in the West Bank,15 migration to Jerusalem by waves of Pal-
estinians from the Hebron area,16 and net out-migration of 7,000 
or 8,000 secular Jews per year.17 Whereas in 1967 the population 
of the united city was 26 percent non-Jewish,18 by the year 2000 it 
had risen to nearly 32 percent.19 The leading forecast to the year 
2020 suggests that the Arab population will continue to grow, not 
only in absolute numbers but also as a percentage of the total (see 
Figure 1).20 The municipality is aware of these projections as it 
commissioned the author, demography Professor Sergio DellaPer-
gola, to research this question for its Strategic Master Plan for the 
year 2020.21  
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The “Judaizing” Canard 
 

The core accusation leveled at the city in denunciations from 
across the Arab and Islamic world is that the alleged discriminato-
ry planning policy is motivated by a furtive objective to “Judaize” 
Jerusalem. Thus, it is claimed that the entire planning scheme of 
the municipality is geared to increase, or at least maintain, the 
Jewish percentage of the city’s population.  

The “plot to Judaize Jerusalem” renders various opponents of 
Israel apoplectic. Some of their major assertions, spanning a peri-
od of 25 years, are here quoted in chronological sequence. As far 
back as 1978 UNESCO lent its voice to what in the interim years 
has become a veritable chorus of condemnation of Israel for “con-
tinuing to Judaize” Jerusalem.22 In particular, the campaign to 
prevent the “Judaization of Jerusalem” became a mantra at inter-
national gatherings in the Islamic world and beyond. For example, 
in 1979, Algeria and South Yemen issued a joint communiqué, 
which urged the Arab and Islamic countries to work for an end to 
the “[J]udaization of [J]erusalem.”23  

In 1980, a Chinese editorial, commenting on the Knesset’s 
passing the unification of Jerusalem law, attacked “the process of 
[J]udaization of [J]erusalem.”24 During the first intifada, which 
began in 1987, the Unified National Leadership of the Uprising 
issued a leaflet that warned against “the systematic attempts to 
Judaize Jerusalem.”25 This trend continued into the 1990s, as in 
1992, the Egyptian Foreign Minister called upon the Arabs to 
“launch a full-fledged diplomatic offensive against Israeli... 
[J]udaization of [Jerusalem].”26 Further, in 1995, Jordan wel-
comed the communiqué of the Jerusalem Committee of the Organ-
ization of the Islamic Conference, which called upon the United 
States and Russia to exercise pressure to stop the “[J]uda-ization 
of [J]erusalem.”27 Subsequently another NGO, the Muslim World 
League, decried “the intentions of the Israeli government to usurp 
Al Quds [Jerusalem] and complete its Judaization by replacing its 
Arab population with Jewish settlers.”28 Thereafter in 1995, the 
Kuwaiti parliament criticized Israeli efforts at “the [J]udaization” 
of the holy city.”29  

In addition to accusations in the political realm, in 1995 and 
1996 the Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of Interna-
tional Affairs (PASSIA), a Jerusalem based think-tank, entered 
the fray with two lengthy papers. They embodied sophisticated 
attacks on Israel’s policies vis-à-vis Jerusalem.30 The first, enti-
tled Jerusalem: Palestinian Dynamics of Resistance and Urban 
Change, 1967-94,31 is summarized on the PASSIA Internet web-
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site as, “examin[ing] Palestinian efforts to survive as a distinct 
society and their strategies of resistance to Israeli attempts to ‘Ju-
daize’ the city.”32 Elsewhere this author refers to a “policy of Is-
raelisation,” and to the usefulness of various institutions in “pro-
tect[ing] the Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem from the mu-
nicipal integrationist policy adopted by then-Mayor Teddy 
Kollek.”33  

The orientation of the second study published by PASSIA is 
readily apparent from its title: The Judaization of Jerusalem—
Israeli Policies Since 1967.34 Its abstract on PASSIA’s website 
mentions, “the destruction of Jerusalem’s geographic identity 
through the means of land control, land confiscation, the blocking 
of Palestinian development and settlement construction.”35 The 
essence of Hodgkins’ (author of the second PASSIA study) broad-
side is peppered with claims like, “Israel’s current stranglehold 
over the holy city has been the result of a carefully planned and 
scrupulously enacted Israeli policy to secure exclusive control in 
Jerusalem.”36  

In a revealing passage, Hodgkins faults then-Mayor Olmert 
for “stepping up efforts to pacify Palestinian Jerusalemites by 
providing improved services” to the Arab residents.37 Imagine the 
censure that would have awaited the mayor had he neglected or 
curtailed the municipal services given to Arab residents. Even the 
Eastern Ring Road,38 which the study grudgingly acknowledges 
“would have been an infrastructure asset in peace time,”39 is vili-
fied as part of Israel’s conspiracy to, in a matter of years, “fill all 
the remaining green areas in Palestinian East Jerusalem with Is-
raeli settlements and by-pass roads.”40 The obvious, indeed para-
mount utility of this road to Arabs, particularly those traveling 
from the Bethlehem area (south of Jerusalem) to the Ramallah ar-
ea (to the north), is nowhere mentioned.41  

In the latter part of the 1990s the frequency of “Judaizing” 
accusations reached a new intensity: In September 1996, the 
Chairman of the Iraqi parliament’s Foreign Affairs Committee 
“called on the Arab world to use force against Israel to stop the 
‘Judaization of Jerusalem.’”42 A few days later the Palestinian in-
tellectual Edward Said published an opinion piece in the English 
newspaper the Observer, which accused Israel of attempting “to 
‘Judaize’ what was formerly Palestinian about East Jerusalem.”43 
In 1997, the Lebanese prime minister, speaking before the Organ-
ization of the Islamic Conference, “called for a united Arab and 
Islamic stance to prevent the Judaization of Jerusalem.”44 Ten 
months later Arafat’s accusations regarding Israel’s “Judaization” 
of Jerusalem were covered in the Los Angles Times.45 In April 
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1998, the Lebanese foreign minister told the media that he had 
briefed Pope John Paul on “the ongoing Judaization of Jerusa-
lem.”46  

In June 1998, the Arab League heard pleas from Yasser Ara-
fat to take concrete measures to prevent the “Judaization of Jeru-
salem.”47 The following day Arafat met with the Turkish Prime 
Minister and, according to the Voice of Palestine radio report, Ar-
afat reviewed “the Judaization of Jerusalem.”48 In a July 29, 1998, 
speech to the Organization of the Islamic Conference’s Jerusalem 
Committee, Arafat stated, “We shall...save holy Jerusalem from 
the Judaizing monster.”49  

Arafat’s July 30, 1998 meeting with the Foreign Minister of 
Iran served as yet another forum to attack “the expansionist poli-
cies of the Zionist regime aimed at the Judaization of Bayt al-
Maqdis [the Temple Mount] by imposing extensive changes in the 
demographic situation of the city.50 Simultaneously, the Organiza-
tion of the Islamic Conference, which represents 55 countries, 
urged the United Nations Security Council to “dissuade” Israel 
from what it called a plan to “Judaize” Jerusalem.51 In the mean-
time, the Hamas Internet website features an article entitled, “The 
Judaization of Jerusalem Includes the Construction of Al-Haykal 
[Third Temple].”52  

On November 7, 1998, the secretary general of the Islamic Ji-
had terrorist organization told an interviewer, who inquired about 
their role in a bomb blast in Jerusalem, that the “operation” was 
part of the “continuing jihad against the Israeli occupation and 
Zionist aggression…and Judaization of the land.”53 Such reflexive 
identification may pacify the Islamist undercurrent that, in many 
Middle Eastern and Asian countries, threatens the establishment.54 
Appealing to the masses is a core component of the predictable 
ritual that has, for decades, debased international discourse. Jews 
were, and remain, a convenient scapegoat. While the posture of 
Hamas and Islamic Jihad is not surprising, even Jordan, a country 
at peace with Israel, has joined in the canard. Thus, on September 
10, 2001, the secretary general of Jordan’s Royal Committee for 
Jerusalem Affairs condemned the “Judaization of Jerusalem.”55  

In September 2000, the Palestinian Authority introduced a 
new sixth grade textbook into its primary schools, which features 
the “Judaization of Jerusalem,” as one of the major problems fac-
ing Palestinian society.56 In 2001, the Ministry of Education of 
the Palestinian Authority published a book highlighting education 
topics in eastern Jerusalem; the first of three chapters is dedicated 
to the “Judaization of Jerusalem.”57 In November 2002, the Mufti 
of Jerusalem and Palestine gave a lecture on “Palestine Between 
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Practices of Judaization and the Oppressive Siege” at the Zayed 
Centre, a research institution funded by the United Arab Emir-
ates. In his speech, the Mufti asserted that a resolution on Jerusa-
lem passed by the U.S. Congress “was a part of the Zionist plan 
that aimed at the Judaization of Jerusalem.”58 In Arafat’s address 
on New Years day 2003, he protested the Judaization of “our 
Christian and Islamic holy places.”59 And most recently in Janu-
ary 2003, the Agence France Presse quoted Arafat complaining 
about the construction of a so-called Berlin Wall around Jerusa-
lem. He declared, “its unacceptable! It’s nothing but the Judaiza-
tion of Jerusalem.”60 
 
 

The Implausibility of the “Judaization” Claim 
 

The frequent assertion that Israel uses the planning law and, 
in particular, the refusal to grant construction permits61 and the 
demolition of illegal structures to discourage Arabs from living in 
the city, is not supported by the facts. There is no discrimination 
against Arabs in the issuance of building permits and the city uses 
administrative demolition orders rarely, cautiously and with pro-
cedural safeguards.62  

The fervent denunciations of the municipality for supposedly 
hindering the issuance of building permits to Arabs and/or charg-
ing them exorbitant fees are completely unsubstantiated. Quite to 
the contrary, the relevant data shows that the approval rate, which 
is quite high, does not differ significantly from that of the Jewish 
sector (see Figure 2).63 Likewise, the procedures and costs associ-
ated with the permit process are identical in Jewish and Arab 
neighborhoods. Furthermore, the city has actually devoted efforts 
to encourage Arab residents to abide by the planning law.64 In-
deed, in a number of related respects the city actually discrimi-
nates in favor of, rather than against, the residents of Arab neigh-
borhoods, i.e., certain building code violations are overlooked, 
improvement taxes are not collected, and professional advice is 
provided free of charge.65 

The municipality uses administrative demolition only as a 
tool of last resort against structures, typically uninhabited, which 
could never be granted a permit, even retroactively. The senior 
political and civil service echelons are acutely aware of the un-
popularity of this measure, both locally and internationally. Con-
sequently, they seek to avoid demolition if another viable option 
exists.  
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In addition, the Planning and Building Law has built-in safe-
guards to protect the rights of the public. Three signatures are re-
quired for issuing an administrative demolition order: of an engi-
neer or architect who spotted the violation, a legal advisor of the 
local authority, the chair of the local commission (the mayor in 
the case of Jerusalem).66 Significantly, the Jerusalem municipality 
has set for itself still more stringent requirements. Thus five sig-
natures are required before an administrative demolition order is 
carried out. In addition to the three required by the statute, the 
deputy manager of the licensing and inspection department and 
the managing director of the city must also sign.67 The owner of 
the structure then has the opportunity to instruct his/her lawyer to 
lodge an appeal with the local court. If such an appeal is filed, the 
court will stay the demolition order until the matter is decided.68 

Even if, for the sake of argument, one assumes that a demo-
graphic policy existed after 1967, the municipality could have 
turned to much simpler and less politically costly measures to 
achieve that goal. For example, the municipality was under no ob-
ligation to modernize the rudimentary water system it inherited 
from Jordan. The existing system constituted little more than a 
series of antiquated cisterns and public faucets, which left a ma-
jority of the households without running water. These conditions 
were hardly adequate for modern living, let alone for modern con-
struction. But the outdated Jordanian system would not have pro-
vided sufficient supplies of water for mixing the quantity of ce-
ment needed to build tens of thousands of new living units.69  

With water in short supply in the entire region, including in 
Israel, neither the municipality nor the state was under any legal 
obligation to connect the Arab residents to the Israeli national wa-
ter grid. The municipality could have simply left the status quo—
a water system that would have severely discouraged both con-
struction and general economic activity in the Arab sector. In-
stead, acting on its own volition, the municipality moved to inte-
grate the water system by connecting, directly or indirectly, virtu-
ally every legal structure to piped-in water.70  

A further example that discredits the supposed “Judaization” 
plan was former Mayor Kollek’s policy of integrating the city’s 
Arab residents into municipal life. The Arab residents of Jerusa-
lem were issued residency status which entitled them to partici-
pate in municipal elections and benefit from various services in-
cluding health insurance, social assistance, education services, 
national insurance, etc.71 Until today, Arab Jerusalemites are is-
sued blue identity cards like those held by Israeli citizens, which 
entitle them to travel freely in and out of Jerusalem and all over 
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Israel, even when there is a security alert and Palestinians resid-
ing in the West Bank and Gaza are refused entry.72 Had Israel not 
provided “permanent residency” status to the city’s Arabs who 
had declined Israeli citizenship, this would have preempted one of 
the major magnets that attracted, and continues to attract, Arabs 
to reside in Jerusalem.  

 
 

Purported Official Efforts to Maintain  
a Jewish/Arab Population Ratio  

 
Much has been made of an alleged population control policy 

to maintain an official “desired Jewish/Arab ratio” for the popula-
tion of Jerusalem. For example, the Ir Shalem non-govern-mental 
organization (NGO) asserts that, “[t]he planning of East Jerusa-
lem is influenced by government policy dictating that a proportion 
of 78% Jews and 22% Arabs should be maintained in East Jerusa-
lem.”73 Note this allegation relates not to the whole of the city but 
to only that part where today some 200,000 Arabs reside. No 
source or citation is provided to support Ir Shalem’s claim, de-
spite the fact that in the modern era the Jewish population in east-
ern Jerusalem has never exceeded 50 percent.74 To reach the per-
centages posited by Ir Shalem would require totally unprecedent-
ed shifts in population(s)—either the out-migration of approxi-
mately 100,000 Arabs or the immigration of some 200,000 Jews. 
And even if that number of Jews could be enticed to move to Je-
rusalem, how could they be accommodated without proper living 
units or infrastructure?  

Putting aside the Alice in Wonderland assertion of Ir Shalem, 
the best indication that there may have been such a policy to pre-
serve the Arab/Jewish ratio appears in a book by former Deputy 
Mayor Meron Benvenisti. He refers to a decision by the City 
Council to annex land to Jerusalem so as to preserve the ratio of 
population that is optimal—72 percent Jewish to 28 percent Ar-
ab.75 Benvenisti also states that the then city engineer and chief 
planner had confirmed that there was a government directive to 
preserve the ratio and that this would be done by manipulating the 
housing potential.76 Despite claims of a policy to engineer a pre-
sumed shift in favor of the city’s Jewish majority, the actual di-
vergence has been in favor of the rapidly growing Arab minority 
(see Figure 3). Moreover, since 1967 new Arab construction has 
outpaced Jewish construction. 
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There is some indication that, perhaps when Golda Meir was 
prime minister in the 1970s, the national government considered 
preserving a certain Jewish/Arab ratio in Jerusalem.77 Caution is 
justified, however, as while various current and former municipal 
employees have mentioned such a “policy,” none have come up 
with solid evidence in the form of an official document. Inter-
viewed on this point, DellaPergola describes the “ratio” was 
merely a “declarative message” which “was never put into prac-
tice.”78 DellaPergola also states that he does not pay attention to 
the claims of “Judaization,” but rather focuses on the facts. In the 
opinion of the author, barring the effective implementation of 
tangible measures to implement such a program, there is not much 
point in speculating whether such a policy exists, or ever existed.  

Benvenisti79 wrote in the mid-1970s that “Arab complaints of 
the ‘Judaization’ of Jerusalem…were taken up and accepted in 
wide circles all over the world. However, demographic data did 
not justify such complaints.” Benvenisti observed that, “the mas-
sive Israeli efforts (new post-1967 neighborhoods) only ensured 
that the growth in the Jewish population in the city did not lag 
behind the Arab community.” His insight, which has withstood 
the test of time, was that, “[a]s in so many other areas, the com-
plaints rested not so much on real facts as on the declarations of 
politicians.”80 

In sum, despite the hue and cry, Jerusalem is not being “Juda-
ized.” The demographic evidence does not support the allegations 
that Israel is “Judaizing” the city. Indeed, the undisputed demo-
graphic trend during the post-1967 period has favored the city’s 
non-Jewish population. Hence, in spite of all the complaints that 
the city mistreats its Arab residents, thousands of new illegal Ar-
ab migrants arrive yearly from the West Bank.81 It might even be 
said that Jerusalem, under unified Israeli control since the 1967 
war, and despite the abdication of any significant political role by 
the Arabs, has undergone a marked shift in the Jewish/Arab ratio. 
To the surprise, or delight, of those who have publicly cam-
paigned against the presumed shift in favor of the city’s Jewish 
majority, the actual divergence has been in favor of the fast-
growing Arab minority. Might it be that the pace of this transfor-
mation has not satisfied those who campaign regularly against the 
supposed “Judaizing” of Jerusalem? 
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