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1. Introduction 

The Jerusalem conflict between Israel and Palestine is a very controversial and intricate problem with strong 
historical, religious and political backgrounds. The conflict is based on conflicting assertions and desires of both 

Israelis and Palestinians to the status and ownership of Jerusalem which is a very important city to various religious 
communities (Ezugwu,2023). United Nations (UN) General Assembly Resolution 181 that was supported by the 

United States (U.S.) in 1947 suggested the partitioning of Palestine into two states. It further came up with the 
suggestion that Jerusalem would be a special international city, a corpus separatum, under neutral UN authority 

due to its special religious status and conflicting interests (Neff,1993). This vision did not come to fruition. Rather, 
war and disagreement with no solution and no compromise of conflicting claims to Jerusalem was to come. Actually, 

Israel unilaterally transferred the seat of government to the city in 1950, and following the Six-Day War in 1967, 
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occupied East Jerusalem, Golan Heights, the West Bank, Gaza and the Sinai Peninsula. These occupations were a 

violation of international law and the UN Security Council unanimously passed a Resolution 242 that demanded 
Israeli to withdraw out of these territories and every State in the region (presumably Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon 

and Syria) to coexist in peace within recognized and secure boundaries devoid of threats and acts of aggression. 

(Reuveny,2008). The U.S. allegedly upheld the terms and conditions of the 1947 UN resolution but changed the 
course of policy to center negotiations that would define the status of Jerusalem. 

 
Following the October War (1973), the U.S. became the major player in the field of diplomacy, initiating a course to 

forge a permanent peace. Although, in 1980, the Israeli government unilaterally declared Jerusalem the capital of 
Israel (including occupied territory in East Jerusalem) through a law, U.S. presidents did not formally recognize the 

city so (Beckerman-Boys, 2013).They also upheld the policy of negotiated settlement of Israeli and Palestinian 
territory, Jerusalem and respective Israeli and Palestinian capitals to avoid prejudging the result or compromising 

the peace process and legitimacy of America as the unbiased broker. They had to juggle the fine line of tension 
between this policy and increasing political pressure at home by increasing hardliner pro-Israel supporters. The 

U.S. position on Jerusalem during the Obama administration was diplomatically restrained, not recognizing 
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and focusing negotiations as part of the two-state solution. This was done to 

maintain U.S. credibility as a mediator and maintain international standards that have long existed in the status of 
Jerusalem (Ehleben,2021). This changed in 2017 with President Trump. Instead, he decided to acknowledge 

Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and began to relocate the U.S. Embassy out of Tel Aviv (Kattan,2020).  
 

This paper discusses how the U.S. foreign policy towards Jerusalem has changed under both the Obama and Trump 
regimes and how this change affects the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It contends that the Obama administration 

continued to adopt a conservative, status quo-based strategy based on diplomatic neutrality and the two-state 
solution model, the Trump administration decision to recognize Jerusalem as Israel as its capital was a major policy 

shift with political, strategic, and domestic implications. Moreover, the paper argues that this change of policy 
threatened the conventional role of the United States as a mediator in the peace process, undermined the bargaining 

grounds of Palestinians and led to increased tensions and possible regional instability in the Middle East. 
 

1.1 Objectives  
 To compare and contrast the U.S. foreign policy toward Jerusalem during the Obama and Trump 

administrations (2013-2021). 
 To determine the continuity and change in the U.S. policy towards Jerusalem based on political, strategic 

and domestic factors. 
 To determine how the changes in the U.S. policies would impact the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and 

stability in the region. 
 

1.2 Significance of Study 
The study is relevant since it explores the U.S. policy toward Jerusalem during the Obama and Trump regimes and 

the continuity and transformation of the policy through political, strategic, and domestic influences. Jerusalem is 
one of the main controversies of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and a delicate diplomatic matter that has significant 

connotations regarding legitimacy, credibility in negotiations, and regional security. The comparison of the policy 
decisions made in 2013-2021 will allow the research to add to a more accurate idea of the impact of American 

foreign policy on the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, and the stability of the Middle East in general. The results 
are likely to provide analytical and practical value of how any future decision made by the U.S regarding Jerusalem 

can impact diplomatic results, diffuse or increase tensions, and opportunities to achieve a sustainable peace. 
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2. Literature Review  

The Palestinian problem has been greatly examined in the literature as a multi-dimensional conflict influenced by 
the notions of political legitimacy, territorial issues, and religious relevance. There is an issue of Palestine that 

Sinkaya (2016) analysed in three aspects. First, the Arab-Israeli problem - the Arab countries do not recognise the 

sovereignty and the right to Israel to exist on the territory, as the territory occupied by Israel is theirs. Secondly, 
Palestine-Israeli conflict - the disruption of a peace process between Palestine and Israel started with the seizure 

and possession of East Jerusalem, the West Bank and Gaza which was occupied previously by Palestinians. Thirdly, 
the religious war - Jerusalem has been identified as one of the three most sacred cities of Islam but has been taken 

over by Israel following the 1967 war that declared the entire of Jerusalem as their capital in 1980 and has provided 
the Palestine subject with a religious orientation. Beinin and Hajjar (2014) give a historical background, and suggest 

that the status of Jerusalem has not been settled since 1948, and got more disputed when Israel occupied East 
Jerusalem in 1967. They point out that the international community agrees that the ultimate status of Jerusalem 

should be reached by negotiation, and this was reflected in decades of U.S. diplomatic policy. 
 

Legal experts also claim that the United States never wanted Jerusalem to be the capital of Israel since it would 
jeopardize its mediator status in peacekeeping efforts. To illustrate, in the case of the 1995 Jerusalem Embassy Act, 

recognition was permitted but was not exercised by the successive presidents because of diplomatic reasons, which 
can be seen as continuity in the American policy up to 2017.The Obama administration has been generally described 

as assuming a low profile and status-quo based policy towards Jerusalem. Freedman (2017) states that Obama 
aimed to rekindle the two-state solution because he kept the U.S. neutral on the issue of Jerusalem and condemned 

the Israeli settlement in East Jerusalem. Other scholars, including Ehleben (2021), mention that the foreign policy 
of Obama prioritized the use of multilateralism, diplomacy, and international institutions, which are the liberal 

internationalist concept. Conversely, the Trump administration is largely regarded as a change of paradigm in the 
American foreign policy towards Jerusalem. In 2017, Trump declared Jerusalem to be the capital of Israel and moved 

the U.S. embassy, which was a significant contrast to the past. In such a move, scholars like Nazir (2022) refer to 
it as a radical shift within the U.S. Middle East policy, which aligns Washington unequivocally with Israeli demands 

at the expense of U.S. neutrality. Akram, & Lynch (2019) also observe that the move by Trump went against the 
decades of international agreement and UN resolutions on the status of Jerusalem.  

 
Number of researchers focus on the local politics that influence the U.S. policy in Jerusalem. The authors Nazir 

(2022) and Zeedan and Wilcoxson (2021) point to the influence of pro-Israel interest groups, evangelical voters, 
and domestic electoral factors in the choice of Trump. The liberal internationalist ideology and U.S. global 

legitimacy are the reasons behind this policy of Obama. Freedman (2017) also claims that Obama wanted to 
preserve U.S. credibility as a mediator, which meant that it needed to be indifferent in the status of Jerusalem. 

There is a unanimous agreement among scholars that the step by Trump to recognize Jerusalem deteriorated the 
peace process. Research claims that the ruling undermined the two-state solution model and undermined 

Palestinian confidence in U.S. mediation. According to Beinin and Hajjar (2014) and Muna and Turner (2018), 
Jerusalem is a focus of Palestinian national identity and unilateral recognition is a political bombshell. 

 
3. Methodology  

The research design adopted in this study is a qualitative comparative research design, which relies on the analysis 
of official policy statements and speeches of the U.S., and academic sources. The thematic analysis is used to 

determine the trends of both continuity and change in the U.S. policy towards Jerusalem during the Obama and 
Trump administrations. The Rational Actor Model and constructivist information leads the analysis to elucidate 

strategic, domestic and ideational variables that shape policy choices. 
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3.1 Theoretical Framework  

In the discussion of the U.S. foreign policy towards Jerusalem under the Obama and Trump administrations (2013-
2021), the article utilizes the Rational Actor Model (RAM) within the broader context of Foreign Policy Analysis 

(FPA) with constructivist insights added to the discussion of the U.S. foreign policy towards Jerusalem under the 

Obama and Trump administrations (2013-2021). An amalgamation of these approaches allows a multifaceted 
analysis of both the strategic decision-making methods, and the symbolic, ideological aspects which impact the 

behavior of foreign policy. 
 

3.1.1 Rational Actor Model and U.S. Policy toward Jerusalem 
Rational Actor Model (RAM) is an explanation of leaders as the individuals who carry out an evaluation of the 

available options, assessment of the potential outcomes, and selection of the policies that will yield the greatest 
amount of national interests. The model remains one of the strongest instruments of analysis in Foreign Policy 

Analysis to elucidate state behaviour despite the fact that the model simplifies complex processes involved in 
decision making. The Rational Actor Model may be a useful model to expound the varying policies of the Obama 

and Trump administrations in the context of the U.S. policy towards Jerusalem. The Obama policy to maintain the 
status quo of Jerusalem can be explained as a rational policy to avoid losing the role of the United States as a 

mediator in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, risks the loss of allies among Arab partners and risks a diplomatic 
backlash at the international institutions. The Obama administration tried to minimize the instability in the area 

and uphold the long-standing U.S. pledges of a negotiated two-state solution. 
 

3.1.2 The Symbolic Politics of Jerusalem and Constructivism 
Rational Actor Model can explain the computations made by the strategies, but not the symbolic, ideological, and 

identity-driven aspects of Jerusalem. Therefore, in this study, constructivist lessons are also utilized to investigate 
how foreign policy decisions are influenced by norms, identities, and discourses. Constructivism would also 

emphasize the point that state behavior is not only determined by material interests but also by social meanings 
and identities and by common understandings (Wendt, 1999; Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998). 

 
Table 1 

Analytical Lenz of Study 

Analytical Lens Core Assumption What it Explains Best Application to Obama–Trump Jerusalem 
Policy 

Rational Actor 

Model (RAM) 

The state (U.S.) acts as 

a relatively unitary 
decision-maker that 

chooses policies by 
cost–benefit 

calculations to 
maximize national 

interests (Allison & 
Zelikow, 1999). 

Continuity/change 

driven by interests: 
mediation role, alliance 

management, security 
priorities, 

reputational/diplomatic 
costs, and domestic 

political calculations as 
“benefits.” 

Obama: Maintaining a “status quo” approach 

(e.g., not recognizing Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital) as a strategy to preserve U.S. 

mediation credibility, reduce backlash, and 
support a negotiated two-state outcome. 

Trump: Recognition + embassy move as a 
policy choice justified by perceived gains: 

alliance consolidation with Israel, domestic 
political advantage, and reduced sensitivity to 

international criticism. 

Constructivism   State behavior is 
shaped by norms, 

identities, and shared 

meanings—not only 
material interests. 

Ideas and discourse 

Meaning-making 
behind policy: how 

Jerusalem functions as 

an identity symbol; how 
discourse legitimizes 

actions; why 

Obama: Discourse that aligns with 
internationally accepted frameworks and 

negotiated settlement norms, reducing 

legitimacy shocks. Trump: Recognition 
framed as symbolic 

correction/acknowledgment of identity and 
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Analytical Lens Core Assumption What it Explains Best Application to Obama–Trump Jerusalem 
Policy 

influence what leaders 
view as legitimate or 

appropriate (Wendt, 
1999; Finnemore & 

Sikkink, 1998). 

international backlash 
occurs based on norms. 

“reality,” resonating with pro-
Israel/evangelical constituencies; 

international opposition seen as conflict with 
prevailing norms 

(occupation/sovereignty/UN framework). 

 
4. Analysis 

This research makes a multi-dimensional account of the U.S. policy towards Jerusalem by incorporating the 
Rational Actor Model, constructivist perspectives. The Rational Actor Model describes how the U.S. leaders 

considered strategic and political costs and benefits, whereas constructivism explains the symbolic and ideational 
factors that influenced policy discourse and domestic and international responses. The rationalized calculations of 

diplomatic credibility, alliance management, and conflict mediation were normatively reinforced to international 
law and multilateralism by the Obama administration. The rational calculations made by domestic political gains 

and strategic alignment with Israel were reinforced by identity-based narratives and symbolic politics around 
Jerusalem, to the Trump administration. The integrated framework can also be used to have a subtle interpretation 

of policy continuity and change. Although the U.S. strategic support of Israel has been constant, the symbolic and 
normative framing of Jerusalem policy has changed dramatically under Trump. This synthesis of both RAM and 

constructivism therefore embodies both the material and ideational aspects of U.S. foreign policy and thus provides 
a complete analytical paradigm of comparing the U.S. foreign policy toward Jerusalem across administrations. 

 
4.1 U.S. Policy toward Jerusalem under the Obama Administration (2010–2016) 

The Obama administration adopted a diplomatic and multilateral policy toward the Israeli-Palestinian crisis, 
focusing on negotiations, the two-state solution and careful handling of the sensitive topic of Jerusalem. The policy 

of Obama was based on continuity with the historical U.S. standpoints that the ultimate status of Jerusalem be 
distilled in negotiations as opposed to unilateral recognition. 

 
4.1.1 The 2010 U.S. Brokered Talks Reviving the Peace Process:  

The 2010 U.S. Brokered Talks Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu first gave conditional consent to the 
creation of a Palestinian state in a response to the Cairo Speech by President Obama. Netanyahu however, 

demanded that Palestinians should recognize Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish people, to agree to the 
demilitarization of a future Palestinian state, and to provide strong security guarantees to Israel, including defined 

borders. He also insisted that Palestinians should abandon their right of return and embrace Jerusalem as the capital 
of Israel. Palestinians declined such terms, especially the legitimacy of the further expansion of Israeli settlements 

in the West Bank (Hoffman, 2019: Terry, 2017). 
 

Direct talks between Israel and the Palestinians were launched in September 2010, as part of the Obama 
government efforts to give new impetus to the peace process.The main goal of these negotiations was to put in 

place a framework to a final agreement within a year, though the prospects were slim. The talks sought to address 
fundamental problems of boundaries, safety, refugees, as well as Jerusalem in the framework of the two-state 

solution. Nevertheless, this process was opposed by Hamas and Hezbollah which threatened to use violence in case 
compromises are made. Although there was an initial involvement, the Israeli government ultimately pulled out of 

the peace initiative on grounds of concerns relating to Palestinian recognition of Israel and continuous support of 
militant groups (Ezugwu,2023). 
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4.1.2 Reinvigorated U.S. Mediation and the 2013-2014 Peace Negotiations 

In 2013, the Obama administration once again rejuvenated its peace efforts, under the leadership of the Secretary 
of State John Kerry. On July 28, 2013, the Israeli Cabinet gave its consent to the resumption of diplomatic talks with 

the Palestinians, with the support of the U.S., to achieve a final status agreement, including the Jerusalem issue 

(Ezugwu,2023).Among the main suggested terms was the re-establishment of frontiers, along the pre-1967 lines, 
long a Palestinian demand. After a diplomatic effort by Kerry, direct talks got underway on July 29, 2013. 

Nevertheless, Hamas did not accept the negotiations and claimed that the Palestinian President, Mahmoud Abbas 
had no right to negotiate on behalf of the Palestinian people. The situation only deteriorated when the Fatah-Hamas 

reconciliation agreement in April 2014, which was aimed at forming a Palestinian unity government, was reached 
(Schiff,2018: White,2014). Israel protested against this development and halted peace negotiations claiming that it 

would not negotiate with a Palestinian government that included Hamas which Israel and the United States 
designate as a terrorist group (Ezugwu,2023; Lintl,2018). Netanyahu claimed that Abbas supports Hamas and 

undermines peace efforts, and Abbas denied these claims and repeated his dedication to recognizing Israel, 
renouncing violence, and adhering to previous PLO agreements (Ezugwu,2023: White, 2014).Despite Israeli 

objections, a Palestinian unity government was formed in June 2014, further complicating the peace process. 
 

4.1.3 Palestinian Peace Initiative of 2014 and the Question of Jerusalem:  
In September 2014, a new peace proposal was introduced by Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas to Secretary of 

State John Kerry, that required nine months of negotiations, then a three-year Israeli withdrawal to the 1967 
borders, with East Jerusalem designated as the capital of a future Palestinian state (Ezugwu,2023: Reimer,2017).  

Abbas suggested land swamps (on mutually agreed terms) to accommodate major Israeli settlement blocs without 
losing the territorial integrity of the Palestinian state. 

 
Another point that Abbas made was the religious and cultural importance of Jerusalem, especially the Haram al-

Sharif/Temple Mount, which is the location of the Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock. He emphasized that 
we should keep the status quo and that everyone should be allowed to access and have religious freedom. The 

Obama administration was against any unilateral measure by either party and still insisted on negotiations as the 
only way through which the status of Jerusalem could be resolved. After diplomatic stalemate, Abbas threatened to 

file a case against Israel in the international criminal court. The Israeli government reacted by cutting off Palestinian 
tax revenues and the Palestinian Authority responded by imposing a ban on Israeli goods in Palestinian countries 

(Ezugwu,2023). These events also served to derail the peace process and highlight the instability of the diplomatic 
process in the Obama administration. Therefore, the Obama administration continued to have a cautious and status 

quo-based approach to Jerusalem, which focused on negotiations, international law, and multilateral diplomacy.  
 

4.2 U.S. Policy on Jerusalem under the Trump Administration (2017-2021) 
The Trump administration was a major shift in U.S. past policies dealing with Jerusalem and the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. In sharp contrast to the Obama administration focus on diplomatic neutrality, negotiated settlement, 
Trump took a more unilateral and pro-Israel stance, prioritizing political symbolism, strategic alignment with 

Israel, and regional realignment initiatives. 
 

4.2.1 U.S. Recognition of Jerusalem and the Move of the Embassy 
 In December 2017, President Donald Trump officially recognized Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and announced 

the moving of the U.S. Embassy in Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. The move was a significant change in the U.S. foreign 
policy and was celebrated by Israel but highly criticized by Palestinians, Arab nations and some western countries. 

Palestinians insisted that East Jerusalem should be the capital of a future Palestinian state, but Israel insisted that 
Jerusalem is its entire and unified capital (Rinehart,2018).   
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The move to relocate the embassy was symbolic because the U.S. diplomatic policy in many decades was one of 

restraint and the ability to compromise, and this approach to international relations was mirrored in the fact that 
all other countries worldwide are aware of the fact that Jerusalem is regarded as a sacred city by all the other 

nations of the world. The decision of Trump was significantly politically and ideologically aligned with Israel and 

domestic political constituencies that were pro-Israel, as well as indicated a shift in U.S. mediation posture in the 
peace process (Aljamal, 2020). 

 
4.2.2 Economic Incentives and the Limits of the “Peace to Prosperity” Plan 

After the acknowledgment of Jerusalem, in July 2019, the Trump administration announced the economic part of 
its peace plan, dubbed Peace to Prosperity. The Palestinians also missed out on the conference claiming that the 

project was an attempt to sabotage their political ambitions with economic gains. However, although Palestinian 
protests were made, a number of Arab states also attended in lesser capacities, as a reflection of the dynamics in 

the region (Greenblatt, 2022). The plan was a 38 page proposal to mobilize about 50 billion of international funding 
to support the Palestinian economic development, with targets including doubling the Palestinian GDP and creating 

a million jobs within a decade. Other focuses of the plan were economic empowerment of women and integration 
of the region. But Israel also opposed a proposed 5 billion infrastructure project to connect the West Bank and Gaza, 

citing their security issues and the objection to treating the two territories as a single geographic entity (Ferziger, 
& Bahgat, 2020: Greenblatt, 2022).The proposal also omitted the Palestinian right of return and proposed 

territorial adjustments to grant Israel more territory in the West Bank in exchange of land swaps in the Negev 
Desert. Critics contended that the plan prioritized economic development and neglected core political issues such 

as sovereignty, borders and Jerusalem and limited its viability as a comprehensive peace framework. 
 

4.2.3 Policy Measures by the U.S. and their effects on the Palestinian People 
The Trump administration introduced a number of policy actions, which had a great impact on Palestinians. In 

2018, the United States cut funding to the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) which offers aid to 
Palestinian refugees. In January 2020, Palestinians rebuffed the peace plan proposed by Trump administration, 

claiming that it approved Israeli annexation of West Bank settlements and affirmed Israeli sovereignty over 
undivided Jerusalem (Canton,2021). These further intensified the Palestinian suspicion of the U.S. mediation and 

strengthened the belief that the U.S. was biased against Palestine. 
 

4.2.4 Abraham Accords and Regional Realignment 
The Abraham Accords were signed between Israel, the United Arab Emirates, and Bahrain in September 2020, and 

later joined by Morocco and Sudan. The accords set out to normalize relations between Israel and various Arab 
states by economic cooperation, trade agreements and diplomatic engagement. The agreements marked a radical 

change of the Middle East geopolitics, which prioritized regional security cooperation and economic integration 
over the traditional Arab consensus on Palestinian statehood (Bashir,2024). 

 
Therefore, the diplomatic policy towards Jerusalem by the Trump administration was a paradigmatic turn to 

unilateral recognition and realignment of the region. The administration changed the balance of power in the peace 
process by acknowledging Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, weakening support of Palestinian institutions, and 

promoting normalization deals without addressing the Palestinian question. Although these policies solidified U.S. 
relations with Israel and helped to forge new regional alliances, they also undermine U.S. credibility as a neutral 

broker and contributed to the further increase in political tensions and uncertainties about the future of the two-
state solution. 
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4.3 Influences on U.S. Foreign Policy towards Jerusalem (2010-2021) 

The U.S. foreign policy on Jerusalem has been influenced by the intricate combination of domestic political factors, 
ideology, lobbying and regional politics. The Obama and Trump administrations played under the same structural 

constraints, yet domestic politics and leadership orientation played a major role in influencing policies. 

 
4.3.1 Domestic Politics and Party Politics (Democrats vs. Republicans) 

The partisan divide between the Democratic and Republican parties is a major factor that is influencing the U.S. 
policy on Jerusalem. Though historically, the United States has had a policy of neutrality on the ultimate status of 

Jerusalem, the Republican Party has been a long time supporter of pro-Israel compared to the Democratic Party 
(Bashir, & Gul,2025). Although Israel proclaimed West Jerusalem as its capital in 1949, none of the states established 

its embassy there according to internationalization of the city status. In 1980, the international community criticized 
the move by Israel when it announced Jerusalem an undivided capital, claiming the act was against the United 

Nations resolutions. The United States, too, condemned the ruling and proceeded to keep Israeli sovereignty over 
Jerusalem unrecognized, keeping its neutrality as a peace broker (Abu Hussein, 2024). However, there was a major 

change following the mid term elections of 1994 when the Republican Party took over the U.S. Congress. The 
Jerusalem Embassy Act was passed in 1995 by the Congress, and it demanded the recognition of Jerusalem as the 

capital of Israel and the transfer of the U.S. Embassy out of Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. The Act was enacted by a huge 
majority of both parties and became effective on 8 November 1995 but left the option of waiving the embassy 

relocation every six months by the president on the grounds of national security. Clinton, Bush, and Obama each 
used this waiver many times in order to remain diplomatically neutral (Abu Hussein, 2024: Zank,2016). The 

Democratic Party, especially with Obama, remained more focused on multilateral diplomacy, international law, and 
the two-state solution whereas the Republican Party became more focused on the idea of recognizing Jerusalem as 

the capital of Israel. Such partisan deviation was the predecessor to the change in the policy of Trump (Bashir, & 
Gul,2025). 

 
4.3.2 The Pro-Israel Lobbying and Jewish-American Political Influence 

Pro-Israel lobbying groups and powerful Jewish-American money men influenced the U.S. policy in the Trump 
administration. The fact that Trump recognized Jerusalem was tightly connected with campaign pledges, and 

influential pro-Israel donors. An example is Sheldon Adelson, a Republican power broker and Jewish philanthropist, 
who allegedly had a private meeting with Trump just before his inauguration where Trump once again pledged to 

move the U.S. Embassy to Jerusalem. Adelson was also a significant financial contributor to the campaign of Trump 
with an estimated contribution of 20-25 million dollars to pro-Trump politics and other Republican Party events 

(Landler,2017). The significance of Adelson and his financial and political power in the decision of Trump is 
indicative of the overall effect of lobbying organizations like the Zionist Organization of America (ZOA) and other 

pro-Israel lobbying networks. These organizations put pressure on the policy makers to accept Jerusalem as the 
capital of Israel, portraying the matter as both a strategic and moral necessity. 

 
4.3.3 Evangelical Christian Influence and Religious Ideology:  

Evangelical Christian is also a major political block in the United States and has long been supporting Israel on the 
basis of theological and ideological beliefs. One of the most important electoral bases of Trump in the 2016 

presidential campaign was evangelicals, so their assistance played a central role in the development of his Middle 
East policy. Evangelical leaders and organizations greatly influenced the need to recognize Jerusalem as the capital 

of Israel, which they considered to be a biblical and moral duty. Evangelical officials have also been reported to hold 
meetings with Trump wherein they stressed the religious importance of Jerusalem and asked Trump to deliver on 

campaign commitments to move the embassy. The choice of Trump was therefore not only based of strategic factors 
but also ideologies that concerned religion and mobilization of domestic politics(Landler,2017). The domestic 

symbolic significance of the decision is evidenced by the vociferous response of evangelical and Jewish communities 
after the decision to recognize Jerusalem with advertisements of thanksgiving to Trump who had made the promise. 
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4.3.4 Israeli Domestic Politics and the Rise of the Right Wing 

Israeli domestic politics impacted American policy toward Jerusalem too. The advent of right-wing regimes in Israel 
and especially under the leadership of Benjamin Netanyahu intensified calls to have Jerusalem recognized as the 

capital of Israel by the international community (Aljamal, 2020 : Freedman, 2019). The government of Netanyahu 

encouraged the expansion of settlements, denied Palestinian demands on East Jerusalem, and demanded that Israel 
be recognized as a Jewish state as a pre-condition to peace. The ideological and strategic convergence between 

Trump and the right-wing leaders of Israel. The Trump administration, in contrast to the Obama administration, 
which at times condemned Israel settlement expansion and insisted on negotiations, openly endorsed Israeli claims 

and policies over Jerusalem and the West Bank(Aljamal,2020). 
 

4.3.5 Palestinian Domestic Politics and the Role of Hamas 
Palestinian domestic politics, especially the Fatah-Hamas split, had a profound impact on U.S. policy calculations. 

Since its founding in 1987 and its classification as a terrorist organization in 1997 by the United States, Hamas has 
been at the forefront in influencing U.S. views towards Palestinian leadership and security. Peace talks were 

disrupted by the establishment of a Fatah Hamas unity government in 2014 and helped to create Israeli and U.S. 
doubts about Palestinian political legitimacy (Karakaya,2021). The events of 2014 when Hamas fired about 3,000 

rockets against Israel caused a large-scale military operation in Gaza that cost 2,251 Palestinian and 73 Israeli lives 
(UNOCHA, 2015). These advancements strengthened American security issues and curtailed international relations 

with Palestinian leaders. Also, the Great March of Return demonstrations (2018) in the Gaza border, led to the 
deaths of 183 Palestinians and injuries of more than 6,000 by live ammunition, (UNHRC,2018). These episodes had 

an impact on U.S. policy discussions, as they strengthened the security threat and instability narratives related to 
Gaza and Hamas rule. The continuing political divide between Hamas in Gaza and Fatah in the West Bank further 

undermined the Palestinian capacity to negotiate and led to the sidelining of the Palestinian issue during the Trump 
government. 

 
4.3.6 Strategic and Geopolitical Factors:  

U.S. policy in Jerusalem was influenced by wider strategic interests, such as regional alliances, counterterrorism 
interests and great power politics. The Abraham Accords, which reinforced the relationships between Israel and 

the Gulf states, and marginalized the Palestinian issue, became a priority of the administration of Trump. This 
change was indicative of the regional dynamics and the U.S. strategic interests in the Middle East (Bashir,2024). In 

this way, the U.S. foreign policy toward Jerusalem under Obama and Trump was the result of a complex of partisan 
politics, lobbying, religious ideology, Israeli domestic politics, Palestinian internal politics, and geopolitical factors. 

Although Obama adhered to a diplomatic stance because of the international and domestic pressures, the move by 
Trump to recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel was majorly influenced by domestic politics, ideological 

affiliation with Israel, and changing strategic interests in the region. 
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Figure 1 

Factors Shaping U.S. Foreign Policy toward Jerusalem (2010–2021) 

 
 

5. Discussion and Analysis 
This part compares the foreign policy approaches of the Obama and Trump administrations in relation to the 

foreign policy of the United States towards the foreign policy of Jerusalem under the Rational Actor Model (RAM) 
and constructivist approaches and also evaluates the implications of the U.S. foreign policy toward the U.S. foreign 

policy toward Jerusalem under the Rational Actor Model (RAM) and constructivist perspectives. The Obama and 
Trump administrations had very different views on Jerusalem, which were manifested in different policies of the 

two administrations, domestic political conditions, and calculations. The Obama administration took diplomatic 
restraint, refused to recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, and insisted on negotiated settlement within the 

framework of the two-state solution. By contrast, the Trump administration acknowledged Jerusalem as the capital 
of Israel and moved the U.S embassy, an important move that was contrary to the long standing U.S. policy and 

the global consensus (Aljamal,2020: Moten,2018). In terms of a Rational Actor approach, the two administrations 
can be thought of as pursing policies based on perceived costs and benefits, only with different priorities. This was 

a calculation that, having recognized Jerusalem, the U.S. would lose credibility as a mediator, harm relationship 
with Arab allies, and destabilize the peace process in order to recognize Jerusalem. The domestic political benefits, 

ideological support of Israel and strategic realignment of the region as calculated by Trump overrode possible 
international backlash. 

 
5.1 Rational Actor Model: Domestic Political and Strategic Calculations 

The Rational Actor Model is used to explain the U.S. policy change basing on the leadership decision-making 
process, domestic political incentives, and strategic considerations. The restraint of Obama could be viewed as a 

rational approach to ensure the U.S. diplomatic leverage, international legitimacy, and support the two-state 
solution. His repeated references to the waiver in the Jerusalem Embassy Act was a cost benefit analysis where 

regional stability was more important than domestic political symbolism. The decision made by Trump, on the 
other hand, is a manifestation of another rational calculus. There was great incentive to change the policy, due to 

domestic political factors: ideology of the Republican Party, lobbying by pro-Israel lobbyists and support by 
evangelical Christians. Pressure by influential donors like Sheldon Adelson, advocacy groups made it a religious 

and moral priority to fulfill campaign promises and recognition of Jerusalem as a holy city. In a Rational Actor View 
Trump was simply being rational to domestic political incentives and electoral considerations, even though such a 

policy shift had international diplomatic costs. In a strategic sense, another priority of the Trump administration 
was regional realignment via Abraham accords, which strengthen the relations with the Gulf states and Israel, 
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prioritizing the Palestinian issue less. This is an indication of logical realignment of U.S. strategic priorities in the 

Middle East. 
 

5.2 Constructivism: Identity, Religion, and Symbolic Politics of Jerusalem 

Whereas RAM elucidates on strategic calculations, constructivism illuminates on the symbolic and ideational 
aspects of Jerusalem in the U.S. foreign policy. Jerusalem is not simply a matter of territorial conflict, but a highly 

symbolic city, which is entrenched in the stories of religion, nation and history. Constructivist theory emphasizes 
the importance of identities and norms in influencing policy decisions. To most domestic actors in the U.S. especially 

the evangelical Christians and the pro-Israel advocacy groups, Jerusalem carries religious connotations and the 
acknowledgement of the city as the capital of Israel was presented as a moral and theological requirement. The 

discourse of Trump accentuated the historical justice and religious symbolism, and supported identity-related 
narratives shaping the societal and political positivity of the policy change. On the global scale, constructivism is 

also used to justify the opposition to the decision made by Trump. The fact that the international community is 
opposed to it points to the deeply ingrained norms of the inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory by force and 

the negotiated resolution of the status of Jerusalem. Normative structures include United Nations resolutions and 
international legal frameworks, which influenced the manner in which the rest of the world responded to U.S. 

recognition of Jerusalem. 
 

5.3 Legality of U.S. Recognition of Jerusalem and International Law 
The U.S. recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and the move of the embassy can be viewed as a serious 

challenge to the current rules of international law and resolutions of the United Nations. In 1947, the United Nations 
General Assembly Resolution 181 (1947) declared Jerusalem a corpus separatum, to be governed by the 

international community, and subsequent UN resolutions condemned the annexation of East Jerusalem by Israel, 
which had been claimed as part of East Jerusalem in 1967, following the 1967 war (Abu Hussein,2024:). 

Martins,2019). 
 

The international law does not allow the conquest of the territory with the help of the power, which is regarded as 
a peremptory norm (jus cogens). The occupation of East Jerusalem by Israel was a consequence of armed conflict 

and therefore its annexation is generally considered against the international law. In the East Jerusalem and Gaza 
case, an international court of justice (ICJ) Advisory Opinion on the Wall (2004) reiterated that East Jerusalem and 

Gaza are occupied territories and that Israeli settlements and separation barriers were in violation of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention (Oduntan,2016). Non-recognition duty is the duty of states which binds them not to recognize 

territorial acquisitions made illegally. Article 41(2) of the Articles on Responsibility of States towards wrongful acts 
of serious character, contains the following: states are not to recognize or to assist in the maintenance of situations 

created by gross violations of peremptory norms. James Crawford and John Dugard are scholars who claim that 
acknowledgement of illegal annexation of territory contravene the customary international law. In the case of Israel, 

the withdrawal of diplomatic missions in Jerusalem was explicitly requested by the UN Security Council Resolution 
478 (1980) (Alzoughbi, 2019: Martins,2019). The Trump administration, by relocating the U.S. embassy to 

Jerusalem, gave implied recognition to Israeli sovereignty over the city, thus contravening the duty of non-
recognition under international law. This action was against the policies developed over the years by the U.S. and 

other nations that Jerusalem should be resolved to through negotiations. 
 

5.4 Consequences to the Palestinian Self-Determination 
Palestinian right of self-determination is a key principle of international law, which has been affirmed in many 

United Nations resolutions and international law instruments. The two-state solution envisages East Jerusalem to 
become the capital of a future Palestinian state, making Jerusalem the centre of Palestinian national identity and 

political ambitions. The two-state solution was supported by the Obama administration and the need to settle the 
status of Jerusalem negotiable by the two sides. The acknowledgement of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel by 
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Trump, however, spoilt this structure prejudging the status of Jerusalem without negotiations. This policy change 

undermined the Palestinian bargaining power and limited the chances of Palestinian statehood (Aljamal,2020: 
Moten,2018). In December 2017, the United Nations General Assembly voted on a resolution stating that the U.S. 

recognition of Jerusalem is null and void with 176 states voting in favor and only 7 voting against (including the 

United States and Israel). This large majority vote indicates international solidarity that the U.S. action was against 
international norms and violated Palestinian self-determination (Abu Hussein,2024). U.S. credibility as a mediator 

was also damaged as the U.S. embassy was relocated. Historically, the United States had guaranteed Palestinians 
that the status of Jerusalem would be settled through multilateral talks, including at the Madrid Peace Conference 

and ensuing peace processes. When Trump took unilateral steps, they effectively terminated the U.S. neutrality and 
undermined its position of honest broker in the peace process. 

 
5.5 Continuity, Change, and Theoretical Implications 

The comparative approach of the policies of Obama and Trump towards Jerusalem has shown continuity as well as 
change in the U.S. foreign policy. The United States has structural support to Israel that has been consistent across 

administrations as it reflects the long-term U.S. strategic interests. Nevertheless, the fact that Trump recognizes 
Jerusalem is a fundamental policy change based on the domestic political interests, ideological basis, and the 

changing regional policies. Rational Actor Model is a model used to explain policy change where different cost-
benefit computations by Obama and Trump led to different domestic and international reactions. Constructivism 

is a model that can explain policy change by considering identity, religion, and norms in the both domestic and 
international responses. The analysis of international law shows that the decision made by Trump violated the 

accepted legal standards and weakened the Palestinian right to self-determination. In general, this paper has 
revealed that the U.S. policy towards Jerusalem cannot be attributed only to power politics or strategic interests. 

Rather, it is influenced by a multidimensional interaction of rational political considerations, domestic ideational 
considerations and international legal and normative considerations. 

 
Table 2:  

Comparative Policy Analysis; Obama vs Trump on U.S. Policy Toward Jerusalem 

Dimension Obama Administration Trump Administration 

Overall 
approach to 

Jerusalem 

Diplomatic restraint; avoided recognizing 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital; emphasized 

negotiated settlement within the two-state 
solution. 

Recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital; 
relocated the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem; 

treated as departure from prior U.S. and 
international consensus. 

Policy 

continuity vs 
change 

Continuity with long-standing U.S. and 

international positions that final status should 
be negotiated. 

Major change: embassy move and recognition 

that prejudged status rather than negotiating 
it. 

Rational Actor 

Model 

Restraint was a rational strategy to protect U.S. 

interests: mediator credibility, relations with 

Arab allies, and stability of the peace process. 

Policy shift reflected a rational calculus where 

domestic and ideological gains outweighed 

diplomatic/international backlash costs. 

Regional 
priorities 

Strategy supported the two-state framework 
and U.S. influence via international legitimacy 

and mediation. 

Strategic regional recalibration: strengthened 
ties with Israel and Gulf states (Abraham 

Accords logic) while deprioritizing the 
Palestinian issue. 

Constructivism: 

identity, 
religion, norms 

Policy language aligned more with negotiated 

settlement norms; less use of Jerusalem as a 
moral/theological “correction.” 

Recognition framed as historical justice and 

religious/moral obligation for domestic 
constituencies; discourse reinforced identity 

narratives. 
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International 
response 

Avoided major norm-triggering actions; 
maintained alignment with prevailing 

international frameworks. 

Faced resistance because the international 
community viewed the action as conflicting 

with norms on sovereignty, occupation, and 
negotiated status of Jerusalem. 

 

6. Conclusion 
This article has comparatively analysed the U.S. foreign policy toward Jerusalem under the Obama and Trump 

administrations and discussed the domestic, ideological, and international factors that shape the continuity and 
change in foreign policy. The results reveal that structural U.S. aid to Israel did not change significantly across the 

administrations, but the policy towards Jerusalem changed even more significantly, as the previous diplomatic 
discretion was replaced by unilateral recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of the State of Israel. 

 
The Obama administration has been operating under a status quo-oriented policy that has its foundation on 

multilateral diplomacy, international law and the two-state solution framework. The self-restraint of Obama was a 

rational decision that would have destroyed U.S. credibility as a mediator, destabilized regional relations, and 
jeopardized the peace process. Repeatedly invoking the waiver provision of the Jerusalem Embassy Act, the 

administration emphasized diplomatic neutrality and the mediation of conflicts, over domestic political symbolism. 
Instead, the Trump administration pursued a unilateral and ideologically-oriented strategy, as it acknowledged 

Jerusalem as the capital of Israel and moved the U.S. embassy. This policy change can be explained by the Rational 
Actor Model as a rational reaction to domestic political incentives, such as the ideology of the Republican Party, 

lobbying by pro-Israel groups, support by evangelical Christians, and promises in election campaigns. The 
constructivist insights also demonstrate that identity politics, religious symbolism, and normative narratives 

around Jerusalem played a significant role in influencing Trump to make the decision and domestic support to the 
policy. 

 
The analysis also shows that the acknowledgment of Jerusalem by Trump brought a lot of challenges to the 

international legal norms and the Palestinian right to self-determination. The United States violated the accepted 
principles of international law, such as the non-recognition obligation and the United Nations resolutions on the 

status of Jerusalem, by giving implied recognition to the Israeli sovereignty over the occupied territory. The action 
weakened the framework of two-state solution, undermined the Palestinian bargaining power, and damaged U.S. 

credibility as an unbiased mediator in the peace process. On the whole, this paper has indicated that U.S. policy in 
relation to Jerusalem is informed not only by the strategic and security factors but also by the domestic political 

processes, the ideological considerations, as well as normative constructs. The comparative study of the Obama and 
Trump administrations demonstrates the weaknesses of international law in limiting the great power conduct and 

the importance of leadership and domestic politics in altering foreign policies. The need to balance domestic political 
demands, international law and regional stability will continue to be a challenge that the future administrations of 

the United States will have to grapple with in addressing the issue of the unresolved status of Jerusalem and the 
Israeli Palestinian conflict at large. 
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