
 
 

Jerusalem, Sheikh Jarrah, Israel, Gaza 
 
There is a lot going on in Israel right now and the barrage of information can feel 
overwhelming. We’ve pulled together the following quick breakdown, social media, 
articles, and video for you as resources to help provide more nuance, context, and 
understanding for you campus communities.  
 
What's Happening? 
Several independent events have come to a head at the same time, exacerbating 
tensions even more than usual: 

• Jerusalem Day: The modern Israel holiday marking the reunification of 
Jerusalem in the 1967 Six Day War generally falls in May or June. It's a day 
when many Israelis celebrate their capital city by gathering and marching around 
and through the Old City, waving flags and signing songs. Their expressions of 
joy generally are not well received by the Arab residents of the city who - 
unsurprisingly - don't share the enthusiasm for the day. 

• The end of the month of Ramadan: During the month of Ramadan, Muslims 
fast during the day and eat only at night. For many, it's a time of 
heightened religious fervor, and many Muslim Arabs like to pray at the Haram al 
Sharif, or the Temple Mount. Large numbers of Muslims and Jews, each 
celebrating different holidays, coming into close-proximity can lead to increased 
tension. 

• Determination of Who Can Live in Homes in Sheikh Jarrah: This is a long-
running dispute involving homes in the East Jerusalem neighborhood of Sheikh 
Jarrah that were owned and inhabited by Jews prior to 1948. The residents fled 
to the western part of the city when it was divided in the War of Independence, 
and the Jordanian government allowed Arab families who had fled from West 
Jerusalem to live there. After Israel gained control of the area in the Six Day War, 
the Jewish landowners reclaimed their property. After a long-running dispute over 
who can live there, Israel's Supreme Court was scheduled to hear the case this 
week. In light of high tensions, the Court postponed its proceedings by a month.  

• Postponement of the Palestinian Elections: Palestinian Authority elections 
were scheduled for May 22, but the PA postponed them. The stated reason was 
disagreement over the voting rights of East Jerusalem Palestinians, but many 
believe the PA feared that Hamas would win the election so they called it off.) 
Hamas had threatened to retaliate if the PA postponed the elections, and when 
the postponement was announced, Hamas seems to have set out to assert its 
role as the true representative of the Palestinian people. 

• Israel's Election Aftermath: Israel has a caretaker government, which will serve 
until a new government wins the confidence of the Knesset. Prime Minister 



 
 

Netanyahu failed to cobble together a coalition largely because the right-wing 
Religious Zionism party and the Islamist Ra'am party refused to serve together. 
Ra'am seemed poised to pledge support to the so-called "change" coalition of 
parties seeking to oust Netanyahu, but as tensions rose Ra'am suspended its 
negotiations. Meanwhile, members of Religious Zionism have been at the 
forefront of fanning tensions in Jerusalem and elsewhere. Arguably, the elected 
officials who should be working to maintain peace and quiet have been 
preoccupied with coalition negotiations instead. 

• Arab Sector Crime: Much of Ra'am's campaign focused on a pledge to reign in 
violent crime in Israel's Arab community, where criminal gangs have been 
terrorizing law-abiding residents. All reports indicate that the rioting that has 
taken place in Lod, Jaffa, and other mixed Jewish-Artab cities in Israel this week 
have been instigated by criminal elements, with others seeking safety in their 
homes. 

• Miscalculations: While all of the above is unfolding, political and military leaders 
from both populations are making their own determinations about escalation.   

All of these factors have converged this week, exacerbating one another and resulting 
in the barrage of painful images and reports we're all seeing. Social media, where many 
of you get much of your news, can be narrow lane in which to find deep information and 
many of the clips that have gone viral tell select parts of the bigger story. As always, 
you'll get the broadest picture by following multiple sources. including Israeli and other 
news sites and a variety of social media feeds. 
 
 
Social Media to Follow 
https://www.instagram.com/emilyintelaviv/ 
https://www.instagram.com/awiderframe/ 
https://www.instagram.com/hey.alma/ 
https://www.instagram.com/blackjewishmagic/ 
https://www.instagram.com/zionessmovement/ 
https://www.instagram.com/ajc.global/ 

 
 

Video: 
Haaretz on Sheikh Jarrah - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rJr5w_TKUww 
 
Articles: 
Hamas thinks Israel will want to end this conflict quickly; it could be wrong - Avi Issacharoff - 
Times of Israel 
https://www.timesofisrael.com/hamas-thinks-israel-will-want-to-end-this-conflict-quickly-it-could-
be-wrong/ 



 
 
 
The Simplification of a Non-Simple Issue - Michael J. Koplow - Israel Policy Forum 
https://israelpolicyforum.org/2021/04/29/the-simplification-of-a-non-simple-issue/ 
What is happening in Israel-Palestine right now? - hey.alma Instagram post 
https://www.instagram.com/p/COtbY-INVN6/?igshid=1ftt8r5n5azv7 
 
Alma’s Guide to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict - hey.alma  
https://www.heyalma.com/israel-
guide/?utm_medium=social&utm_source=Instagram&utm_campaign=linkinbio&utm_content=lat
er-17067213 
 
The fighting in Gaza, Jerusalem and across Israel, explained - Ben Sales and Ron Kampea - 
Jewish Telegraphic Agency 
https://www.jta.org/2021/05/10/israel/the-fighting-in-gaza-jerusalem-and-across-israel-explained 
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The following news analysis is by our publisher John Kunza.

Depending on the headlines you are reading, you either are hearing that Sheikh Jarrah is:

■ An illegal land grab by Jewish settlers

■ An ethnic cleansing of Palestinians by Israel

Or:

■ The eviction of illegal squatters by Israel

■ Jews reclaim their neighborhood which has always been rightfully theirs

Both sides seem to be in agreement on one thing: the fate of this neighborhood has

become a flashpoint moment for Palestinian and Jewish rights in Jerusalem.

It’s more complicated than flashy headlines

Boiled down, the situation in this small East Jerusalem neighborhood is a property rights
battle in an area that has changed hands many times. 

In order to better understand the politics, emotions, and legality of what is happening in
Sheikh Jarrah, we need to start from the beginning. It actually is important to look back at
the history of this neighborhood because what happened thousands of years ago is
playing out in real time today. In fact, property records dating back to the Ottoman Empire
have been used to settle parts of this dispute already.
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Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood 

Today, Sheikh Jarrah is a predominantly Palestinian neighborhood in East Jerusalem
roughly a mile (or 2 kilometers) away from the Old City. Currently 3,000 people call the
neighborhood home.

Here’s where it gets complicated and where history plays an important role in today’s
debate over the evictions of 58 people. 

The neighborhood is old, ancient in fact, with the first records showing up in the 12th
century. Historians say for thousands of years there has been a permanent Jewish
presence living in Sheikh Jarrah next to the tomb of Shimon Hatzadik (also known as
Simeon the Just) who was a Jewish High Priest during the time of the Second Temple (he
died in the 3rd century BCE). Many Jews until today refer to the neighborhood as Shimon
Hatzadik. His tomb and the surrounding compound was actually purchased in 1875 by the

Sephardic Community Committee and the Ashkenazi Assembly of Israel.

Now fast forward to the 1900s. In 1905, an Ottoman census that included Sheikh Jarrah
and its surrounding areas found 97 Jewish families living in the area alongside 167 Muslim
and six Christian families.

Following Israel’s War of Independence (https://unpacked.education/video/israels-war-
of-independence/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-
10&utm_campaign=ued-reengagement) in 1948, the Jewish population was expelled from
Sheikh Jarrah since the area fell on the Jordanian side of the new border.
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Eight years later, in 1956, Jordan relocated 28 Palestinian families who were displaced
during Israel’s War of Independence (https://unpacked.education/video/refugees/?
utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-10&utm_campaign=ued-reengagement)
to Sheikh Jarrah. The move was approved by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency
for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), and the organization stipulated that the families would be
given ownership of their homes after three years which would then end their refugee
status. The Jordanian government never did formally transfer over the property rights to
the Palestinians.

By the 1950s Sheikh Jarrah had changed hands several times from Ottoman rule, to British
Rule, to Jordanian rule, to Jordanian rule with assistance by UNRWA which was in part
stipulating property rights in the area. By this time the Jewish population, which had been
documented living there for thousands of years, had completely moved out or was
expelled and a Palestinian population had moved in or was relocated to the
neighborhood.

Enter 1967. Nineteen years after 1948, East Jerusalem (including Sheikh Jarrah) came under
Israeli control following the end of the Six Day War
(https://unpacked.education/video/six-day-war-project/?
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utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-10&utm_campaign=ued-reengagement).
Since then, the international community considers the area occupied by Israel which

claims authority over the region.

Sheikh Jarrah and East Jerusalem

East Jerusalem’s Arab population has grown from an estimated 44,000 in 1967 to 327,700 in

2016. Only a few hundred Jews were left in other East Jerusalem neighborhoods in 1967 due
to their expulsion in 1948. In 2016, the Jewish population of East Jerusalem was listed as

214,600.

In 1967 and 1981, Israel o!ered Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem the right to apply for

citizenship. However, the vast majority of the people declined. Today East Jerusalem
residents fall under the jurisdiction of the Israeli government and have “resident status,” but

not full citizenship (95% of East Jerusalem’s residents do not have citizenship status). There
are paths to full citizenship, but critics say that Israel makes it extremely di"cult to achieve.
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Israel says (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_Jerusalem#Citizenship) the process is
improving, citing increasing numbers of applicants and approvals (in 2016, seven out of

1,081 requests were approved; and in 2018, 353 out of 1,012 were approved).

Sheikh Jarrah residents, like all East Jerusalem residents, pay Israeli taxes and receive
social security benefits and state healthcare among other things. In 1980, Israel annexed

East Jerusalem placing the area under the law, jurisdiction and administration of the state.

The legal debate

A 1970 Israeli law is at the center of the legal debate over the evictions of the 58

Palestinians. The law gives Jewish Israelis the right to reclaim East Jerusalem properties
that were once owned by Jews before 1948, as long as they could show proof of ownership

or expulsion by the British or Jordanians. Palestinians who lost their land do not have the
same legal right to sue for property lost after the war.

In 1972, the Sephardic Community Committee (which previously owned the tomb of Shimon

Hatzadik) first sued for ownership over a property in the neighborhood, and the court ruled
in their favor in 1976. 

Then in 1982, residents signed a legal agreement that allowed them to remain in a Sheikh
Jarrah property as long as their status changed from owner to tenant and that they would

pay rent. Since then, the Palestinian signers say they were coerced into signing and no
longer recognize the agreement.

The families at the center of the new case were reportedly

(https://www.timesofisrael.com/in-east-jerusalems-sheikh-jarrah-palestinians-brace-for-
battle-over-evictions/) o!ered a similar deal by Jewish developers but that was turned

down. The o!er allowed the Palestinians to stay in their homes paying rent as long as the
signee was alive.

Sheikh Jarrah shot into the international spotlight in the 2000s when Israeli courts ordered
the evictions of three Palestinian families following a series of lawsuits. There have been no

court ordered evictions since 2009, but new cases have been making their way through the
legal system like the current case that is making headlines.

This Sunday, the Israeli Supreme Court delayed its decision by a month, saying that it will

honor a Palestinian request asking for Israel’s attorney general to weigh in on the case. 

Political tension

The UNRWA says (https://www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-204525/) the

majority of the Palestinians under threat of eviction were relocated to Sheikh Jarrah under
a sponsored housing scheme in 1956. A spokesman for the U.N. high commissioner issued

the following statement:

“In practice, the implementation of these laws facilitates the transfer by Israel of its
population into occupied east Jerusalem. The transfer of parts of an occupying power’s

civilian population into the territory that it occupies is prohibited under international
humanitarian law and may amount to a war crime.”
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In a televised statement, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu responded to the

criticism:

“Jerusalem is Israel’s capital, and just as every nation builds in its capital and builds up its
capital, we also have the right to build in Jerusalem and to build up Jerusalem. That is

what we have done and that is what we will continue to do.”

Jerusalem City Council member Yonatan Yosef, a resident of Sheikh Jarrah, told The Times

of Israel (https://www.timesofisrael.com/in-east-jerusalems-sheikh-jarrah-palestinians-
brace-for-battle-over-evictions/):

“For me, history begins thousands of years ago, when Shimon Hatzadik was buried there.

Shimon Hatzadik was a Jewish neighborhood, is a Jewish neighborhood and will stay
Jewish.” 

The European Union and the United States have also expressed concerns over the case
and the rising tensions in the region.

Rising tension

Since the last eviction in 2009, there have been steady protests in East Jerusalem and
Sheikh Jarrah — by both Israeli and Palestinian activists — over the evictions. At their peak

in 2011, thousands were taking part in demonstrations after Friday prayers.

After nearly a decade of quiet, the situation has since escalated with tensions reaching a
boiling point ahead of the expected Supreme Court ruling.
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(https://twitter.com/LinahAlsaafin/status/1391110089348636672)

Friday night worshippers left the Al Aqsa mosque complex chanting “bomb Tel Aviv” and
clashed heavily with police in some of the city’s worst violence in years. More than 200

Palestinians and 17 Israeli police o"cers were wounded. O"cials estimate that 90,000
people attended evening prayers that night.

Former Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert told Israeli news outlet Kan the following day that
“a kind of intifada is brewing, which is possible to prevent.”

Saturday night there were more riots by Palestinians following evening prays at Al Aqsa

mosque and more than 100 were injured.

A senior Hamas o"cial tweeted over the weekend: “We salute the people of al-Aqsa, who
oppose the arrogance of the Zionists, and we call on our people in Palestine to support
their brothers by all means.”

Hamas has also responded by firing several rockets into Israel from Gaza and setting fire to
several areas in the south of Israel. 

Israeli o"cials also say that they thwarted (https://www.jpost.com/breaking-news/shots-
fired-at-salem-border-crossing-in-west-bank-two-terrorist-killed-667513) a “major
attack” by terrorists in the West Bank on Friday. Two out of three suspects were killed after
they opened fire toward a Border Police o"cer. Earlier in the week, a 19 year old Jewish

teen Yehuda Guetta was killed, and two others were seriously injured (they were also 19), in
a driveby shooting in the West Bank.

On Monday morning, clashes continued (https://www.timesofisrael.com/police-to-
decide-on-jerusalem-day-flag-march-amid-fears-of-escalating-violence/) on the
Temple Mount after thousands of Palestinians gathered at the holy site overnight while

collecting rocks and other weapons. Over 300 Palestinians, as well as 21 police o"cers,
were reported wounded in the clashes. The Temple Mount was closed to Jews as a result,
and a Jewish Israeli reportedly survived an attempted lynching
(https://twitter.com/IsraelMFA/status/1391681115757363200) outside the Lions Gate of the

Old City after being attacked by a mob of Palestinians.

This afternoon, Hamas issued an ultimatum (https://www.timesofisrael.com/idf-sends-
reinforcements-to-gaza-border-as-hamas-issues-ultimatum-on-jerusalem/) that if Israeli
security forces didn’t leave the Temple Mount and Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood by 6 p.m., it

would attack Israel. Just after 6 p.m. Hamas launched
(https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog-may-10-2021/) seven rockets towards Jerusalem
and Beit Shemesh, forcing thousands of Israelis to run to bomb shelters, including those
marching in the Flag March (https://www.i24news.tv/en/news/israel/diplomacy-

defense/1620659551-israel-red-alert-sirens-go-o!-in-gaza-border-areas-and-jerusalem)
in Jerusalem while celebrating Jerusalem Day. Hamas also fired a barrage of rockets
toward Ashkelon and communities surrounding the Gaza Strip. Israel responded by
attacking Hamas targets in northern Gaza. Islamic Jihad has threatened to resume the

firing. This is a developing story.

Concluding thoughts
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If you’ve been watching the news or reading the stories online, you’ll notice that flags are

one piece of this very complicated story. During the Friday night clashes at Al Aqsa,
Palestinian and Hamas flags were seen waving in the air. Right below the complex, Jewish
worshippers were seen at the Western Wall under the glow of Israeli flags dotting the area.
And last week, while Palestinian residents of Shiekh Jarrah were meeting for nightly iftars

(the traditional break fast meal held during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan), Jewish
extremists entered (https://twitter.com/kann_news/status/1390344775837130752) the
neighborhood waving Israeli flags. Israeli police had to shut down the area due to the
clashes that followed.

This is not a question of moral equivalence, and we are not political pundits and

commentators. We’re educators and journalists who look for symbolism, asking our
students and our readers to make meaning out of symbolism. That’s why we’re concluding
with this poem by the famous Israeli poet, Yehuda Amichai, who writes about Jerusalem
and its many flags. This Jerusalem Day, may we draw some inspiration from Yehuda

Amichai’s words in his poem titled “Jerusalem.”

Jerusalem

Yehuda Amichai

On a roof in the Old City

laundry hanging in the late afternoon sunlight

the white sheet of a woman who is my enemy,

the towel of a man who is my enemy,

to wipe o! the sweat of his brow.

In the sky of the Old City

a kite

At the other end of the string,

a child
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I can’t see

because of the wall.

We have put up many flags,

They have put up many flags.

To make us think that they’re happy

To make them think that we’re happy.

Student Prompts:

1 With your classmates, brainstorm what it means to own property. Compare and
contrast the ownership claims of both the Jews and Palestinians who claim the
properties in the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood. Then discuss who you think the rightful
owners are.

2 Do you think the Sheikh Jarrah situation is simply a private property dispute being
blown out of proportion, or is it emblematic of larger tensions and issues between
Israel and Palestinians in Jerusalem?

3 Each year on Jerusalem Day, in what is known as “Mitzad HaDgalim” or the “Flag
March,” tens of thousands of Israeli Jews dance and march while waving Israeli flags.

The route of the march goes from downtown Jerusalem to the Western Wall in the
Old City, and it typically goes through the Muslim quarter of the Old City (this year
the route was changed for security reasons). Do you think this route is a legitimate
showing of Israeli sovereignty in Jerusalem or an unnecessary provocation to the

city’s Palestinian residents? Should Israel showcase its sovereignty in Jerusalem while
being as inclusive as possible to all of its residents, or should this be a day of
unbridled joy showing that Jerusalem is ‘whole and undivided’?

4 Watch our video (https://unpacked.education/video/refugees/?
utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-10&utm_campaign=ued-

reengagement) about the Palestinian refugee issue and utilize the accompaying
educational resources.

5 Utilize the following Unpacked videos and articles surrounding the religious and
political complexities surrounding the holy city:

■ The Deeper Meaning of Jerusalem Day
(https://unpacked.education/celebrate-jerusalem-respectfully/?
utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-10&utm_campaign=ued-

reengagement) (article)

■ US Embassy Moves to Jerusalem (https://unpacked.education/video/why-
trump-moved-the-us-embassy-to-jerusalem/?
utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-10&utm_campaign=ued-
reengagement) (video)

■ Six Day War Project (https://unpacked.education/video/six-day-war-

project/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-
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10&utm_campaign=ued-reengagement) (video)

■ Temple Mount Controversy (https://unpacked.education/temple-mount-
controversy/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=weekly-21-05-

10&utm_campaign=ued-reengagement) (article)

■ Is Israel an Occupying Power? (https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=lqssx4rmAWo) (video)

About John Kunza

John Kunza (https://twitter.com/johnkunza) is a veteran journalist whose resume includes
stops at NBC News as a foreign news producer and most recently at The Forward leading
the organization as the news director.
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