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left: Armistice Lines 1949-
1967.

In the spring and summer 
of 1949, agreements were 
signed between Israel and 
its neighbors establishing 
Israel’s armistice lines. To 
some extent, these lines 
overlapped the borderline 
of Palestine during the 
British Mandate period, 
or they were close to it, 
with the exception of the 
Judea and Samaria region, 
and the surrounding area 
of the Gaza Strip. These 
lines were drawn up, on the 
assumption that they would 
be temporary, and would be 
replaced within a few years 
by permanent borders.

Much of the international 
border between Mandatory 
Palestine and Egypt 
became the armistice line 
between Israel and Egypt. 
The armistice line with 
Lebanon was close to the 
international border that 
existed during the British 
Mandate period, and 
overlapped it.

These two lines did not 
correspond to the battle 
frontlines as they existed 
during the cessation of 
hostilities, and Israel 
withdrew in both cases to 
the mandatory borderline, 
which became the armistice 
line. The armistice lines 
with Syria and Jordan 
closely corresponded to the 
frontlines.

The recent declassification of millions of documents from 
the period of the British Mandate (1920-1948) and Israel’s 
early days, documents untapped by earlier generations of 
writers and ignored or distorted by the “new historians,” 
paint a much more definitive picture of the historical record. 
They reveal that the claim of dispossession is not only 
completely unfounded but the inverse of the truth. What 
follows is based on fresh research into these documents, 
which contain many facts and data hitherto unreported.

Far from being the hapless objects of a predatory Zionist 
assault, it was Palestinian Arab leaders who from the 
early 1920’s onward, and very much against the wishes of 
their own constituents, launched a relentless campaign 
to obliterate the Jewish national revival. This campaign 
culminated in the violent attempt to abort the UN 
resolution of November 29, 1947, which called for the 
establishment of two states in Palestine. Had these 
leaders, and their counterparts in the neighboring Arab 
states, accepted the UN resolution, there would have been 
no war and no dislocation in the first place.

The simple fact is that the Zionist movement had always 
been amenable to the existence in the future Jewish state 
of a substantial Arab minority that would participate on 
an equal footing “throughout all sectors of the country’s 
public life.” The words are those of Ze’ev Jabotinsky, the 
founding father of the branch of Zionism that was the 
forebear of today’s Likud party. In a famous 1923 article, 
Jabotinsky voiced his readiness “to take an oath binding 
ourselves and our descendants that we shall never do 
anything contrary to the principle of equal rights, and 
that we shall never try to eject anyone.” 

Eleven years later, Jabotinsky presided over the drafting 
of a constitution for Jewish Palestine. According to 
its provisions, Arabs and Jews were to share both the 
prerogatives and the duties of statehood, including most 
notably military and civil service. Hebrew and Arabic were 
to enjoy the same legal standing, and “in every cabinet 
where the prime minister is a Jew, the vice-premiership 
shall be offered to an Arab and vice-versa.” 

If this was the position of the more “militant” faction 
of the Jewish national movement, mainstream Zionism 
not only took for granted the full equality of the Arab 
minority in the future Jewish state but went out of its way 
to foster Arab-Jewish coexistence. In January 1919, Chaim 

Weizmann, then the upcoming leader of the Zionist 
movement, reached a peace-and-cooperation agreement 
with the Hashemite emir Faisal ibn Hussein, the effective 
leader of the nascent pan-Arab movement. From then 
until the proclamation of the state of Israel on May 14, 
1948, Zionist spokesmen held hundreds of meetings with 
Arab leaders at all levels. These included Abdullah ibn 
Hussein, Faisal’s elder brother and founder of the emirate 
of Transjordan (later the kingdom of Jordan), incumbent 
and former prime ministers in Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, and 
Iraq, senior advisers of King Abdul Aziz ibn Saud (founder 
of Saudi Arabia), and Palestinian Arab elites of all hues.

As late as September 15, 1947, two months before the 
passing of the UN partition resolution, two senior Zionist 
envoys were still seeking to convince Abdel Rahman 
Azzam, the Arab League’s secretary-general, that the 
Palestine conflict “was uselessly absorbing the best energies 
of the Arab League,” and that both Arabs and Jews would 
greatly benefit “from active policies of cooperation and 
development.” Behind this proposition lay an age-old 
Zionist hope: that the material progress resulting from 
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below: A miniature 
train taking the workers 
from their camp to the 
“Sdom” Potash Factory 
in the Dead Sea.

Jewish settlement of Palestine would ease the path for the 
local Arab populace to become permanently reconciled, if 
not positively well disposed, to the project of Jewish national 
self-determination. As David Ben-Gurion, soon to become 
Israel’s first prime minister, argued in December 1947:

“If the Arab citizen will feel at home in our state, . . . if 
the state will help him in a truthful and dedicated way to 
reach the economic, social, and cultural level of the Jewish 
community, then Arab distrust will accordingly subside and 
a bridge will be built to a Semitic, Jewish-Arab alliance.”

On the face of it, Ben-Gurion’s hope rested on reasonable 
grounds. An inflow of Jewish immigrants and capital 
after World War I had revived Palestine’s hitherto static 
condition and raised the standard of living of its Arab 
inhabitants well above that in the neighboring Arab 
states. The expansion of Arab industry and agriculture, 
especially in the field of citrus growing, was largely 
financed by the capital thus obtained, and Jewish know-
how did much to improve Arab cultivation. In the two 
decades between the world wars, Arab-owned citrus 
plantations grew sixfold, as did vegetable-growing lands, 
while the number of olive groves quadrupled.

No less remarkable were the advances in social welfare. 
Perhaps most significantly, mortality rates in the Muslim 
population dropped sharply and life expectancy rose 
from 37.5 years in 1926-27 to 50 in 1942-44 (compared 
with 33 in Egypt). The rate of natural increase leapt 
upward by a third.

That nothing remotely akin to this was taking place in the 
neighboring British-ruled Arab countries, not to mention 
India, can be explained only by the decisive Jewish contribution 
to Mandate Palestine’s socioeconomic well-being. The British 
authorities acknowledged as much in a 1937 report by a 
commission of inquiry headed by Lord Peel:

The general beneficent effect of Jewish immigration on 
Arab welfare is illustrated by the fact that the increase 
in the Arab population is most marked in urban areas 
affected by Jewish development. A comparison of the 
census returns in 1922 and 1931 shows that, six years 
ago, the increase percent in Haifa was 86, in Jaffa 62, 
in Jerusalem 37, while in purely Arab towns such as 
Nablus and Hebron it was only 7, and at Gaza there 
was a decrease of 2 percent.

Had the vast majority of Palestinian Arabs been left to 
their own devices, they would most probably have been 
content to take advantage of the opportunities afforded 
them. This is evidenced by the fact that, throughout 
the Mandate era, periods of peaceful coexistence far 
exceeded those of violent eruptions, and the latter were 
the work of only a small fraction of Palestinian Arabs. 
Unfortunately for both Arabs and Jews, however, the 
hopes and wishes of ordinary people were not taken into 
account, as they rarely are in authoritarian communities 
hostile to the notions of civil society or liberal democracy. 
In the modern world, moreover, it has not been the poor 
and the oppressed who have led the great revolutions 
or carried out the worst deeds of violence, but rather 
militant vanguards from among the better educated and 
more moneyed classes of society.

So it was with the Palestinians. In the words of the 
Peel report:

“We have found that, though the Arabs have benefited 
by the development of the country owing to Jewish 
immigration, this has had no conciliatory effect. On 
the contrary . . . with almost mathematical precision the 
betterment of the economic situation in Palestine [has] 
meant the deterioration of the political situation.” ◆ 
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It is often said that a straight line runs from the Holocaust 
to the establishment of Israel.  The reasoning for this is 
that the former ended in 1945 and the latter came about 
just three years later. Some see the creation of the state of 
Israel as a kind of consolation prize to Jews for suffering 
through the gargantuan murder.  Others have expounded 
theological and even eschatological explanations for this 
connection.  Such conjectures are well beyond the scope 
of historical inquiry.

Commonly it is asserted that the nations of the world 
voted for the partition of British Mandatory Palestine 
between Arabs and Jews, paving the way for the Jewish 
state, because they felt sympathy toward the Jews and not 
a small measure of guilt in the wake of the Holocaust.  
Although this might be true to a certain extent, the 
most crucial support given Israel did not derive from 
such motivations. The support given by the Soviet bloc, 
imperiously led by the notorious murderer and anti-Semite 
Joseph Stalin, derived purely from realpolitik. Stalin’s 
backing rested chiefly on his hope to introduce an element 
of instability in the region, a Jewish entity amidst a sea of 
Arab opposition, and then use it for his own purposes. 
Like a significant segment of his electorate after the war, 
U.S. President Harry S. Truman personally seemed to 
have sympathy for Jewish national aspirations, but his 
support included other and more decisive factors, chiefly 
America’s desire to forestall open conflict in Palestine 
between Jews, Arabs and the British, who controlled 
the country. Courting the pro-partition element in the 
electorate also contributed to Truman’s stance.

At the start and finish of the recently renovated Yad 
Vashem Holocaust History Museum, a black-and-white, 
somewhat grainy film clip appears. A large group of children 
in the town of Munkachevo, today a part of the Ukraine, 
are singing the Jewish national anthem, Hatikvah (The 
Hope). In the first presentation they are part of a video 
art display by Michal Rovner that evokes aspects of Jewish 
life before the Holocaust.  At the end of the museum they 
appear in the display about the establishment of the state 
of Israel. It is clear that almost all of the children who 
aspired to come and live in the Jewish homeland never had 

The Holocaust and the Establishment of Israel
Written by Dr. Robert Rozett

WRITTEN BY dr. 
robert rozett

Dr. Robert Rozett is 
the Director of the 
Yad Vashem Libraries, 
author of Approaching 
the Holocaust, Texts 
and Contexts, published 
by Vallentine Mitchell, 
2005. He was co-
editor of The Holocaust 
Frequently Asked 
Questions, Yad Vashem, 
2005 and co-editor 
of Encyclopedia of the 
Holocaust, Facts on 
File published by Yad 
Vashem, 2000.

left: The Yad Vashem 
Candelabra is a memorial 
light for the six million 
Jews who perished in 
the Holocaust. The 
candelabra is the symbol 
of Yad Vashem, and it is lit 
every year on Holocaust 
Martyrs’ and Heroes’ 
Remembrance Day.

the opportunity, since, along with their families, they were 
ruthlessly murdered in the Holocaust.  

This is perhaps the leading tie between the Holocaust and 
the founding of modern Israel. The Zionist enterprise 
gained momentum at the dawn of the 20th century and 
by the time the Second World War had broken out, over 
600,000 Jews resided in Mandatory Palestine. Across the 
face of Europe, scores of thousands more eagerly awaited 
an opportunity to move to the vibrant Jewish enclave. 
They were thwarted, however, by miserly immigration 
quotas set by the British to appease Arab opposition to 
the Jewish national home.  Perhaps hundreds of thousands 
more, although not yet ready to make such a move, 
considered immigration an alternative, especially in light 
of the generally deteriorating situation for Jews in much 
of Europe during the 1930s and into the war itself. The 
unfolding events of the Holocaust brutally crushed this 

WEB 
RESOURCEs:

Yad Vashem: 
www.yadvashem.org.il/
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left: A monument at 
Yad Vashem to the 
millions of Jews who 
were murdered in the 
death camps, resembles 
the barbed-wire fence 
that surrounded the 
camps. A closer look 
reveals that this fence is 
made of twisted bodies, 
screaming soundlessly to 
the heavens. An identical 
sculpture stands on 
the site of the Dachau 
concentration camp.

Below: An exhibit at 
Yad Vashem, National 
Memorial and Museum of 
the Holocaust, showing 
what Jewish life had been 
reduced to.

option, leaving only the surviving remnant at the end of 
the war the possibility of fulfilling their wishes.

Among those who survived the Holocaust, many voiced 
a desire to reach the shores of Palestine, while they took 
the first steps toward rebuilding their shattered lives. 
The Bricha (escape) movement sought to bring tens of 
thousands of Jewish survivors to European ports and from 
there set sail for the Land of Israel. But as long as the 
British remained responsible for the Mandate, such boats 
were intercepted and their passengers generally taken to 
Cyprus to languish in internment camps until 1948. In the 
decade following the declaration of Israeli independence, 
some 250,000 Jews who had suffered through the years of 
Nazi hegemony and murder on European territory – or 
had fled eastward into Soviet Asia – reached Israel’s shore. 
Tens of thousands more decided to join the fragments of 
their families in other places, but still remained profoundly 
attached to the fledgling state.  

The contribution of Holocaust survivors and their 
descendents to Israel is incalculable.  In every field of 
human endeavor, they made their imprint. On a different 
level, the impact of the Holocaust on Israel has been 
immense. Our ongoing measures to study, teach about and 
commemorate the events of the Holocaust play a pivotal, 
although far from exclusive, role in Israeli consciousness. 
It would be wrong to try to understand contemporary 
Israel only through the prism of the Holocaust, but any 
attempt to understand Israel without taking into account 
its influence would be equally off target. ◆ 
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Israel’s Declaration of Independence
An Assessment After 60 Years of Statehood 
Written by Professor Emanuel Gutmann, Hebrew University

This declaration, the first official document of the then 
newly created State of Israel, is even today of unique 
significance. Not only did it formally declare the 
independence of the State and the establishment of its 
(temporary) governmental institutions, but it also contains 
a brief list of the fundamental elements of human and civil 
rights, which were to become the guiding principles for 
the new state, that includes (almost) all those basic values 
and norms without which no free society is imaginable. 
The exultant and yet solemn tone of this groundbreaking 
document is all the more remarkable if viewed against the 
historical circumstances of its adoption: a raging civil war 
with the Arab population of Palestine and the imminent 
invasion by the armies of all Arab neighboring – as well 
as of more distant – countries, with, at that moment of 
time, quite uncertain results.

The text of the declaration can be seen as being composed 
of eight discernible sections and clauses, quite unequal in 
their respective lengths, plus the list of its 37 signatories 
(12 of whom could not be present at the actual signing 
ceremony, most of them for security reasons). These 
sections are the following:

I. The historical section in which the factors on which the 
claims of the Jewish people to a state of its own in Eretz-
Israel (Palestine) are enumerated. This quite lengthy 
first third of the declaration surveys in concise terms 
the historical connections of the Jews over generations 
and millennia, in factual terms, declaratory statements 
and with a strong sense of longing. More specifically, this 
section singles out what are perhaps the eight key parts 
of this relationship of the people with its land: 1. the 
political, cultural and religious formation of the Jews into 
a nation in Eretz-Israel and its independence there; 2. the 
incessant hope of the nation to return to its homeland; 3. 
the actual, continuous waves of aliya (immigration), the 
settling in the country and the longings for independence 
there; 4. the path breaking Balfour Declaration of 1917: 
the first international recognition of the historical 
connection between the Jewish people and Palestine 
and the right to establish there its national home; 5. the 

below: David Ben 
Gurion reading the 
Declaration of the 
Independence of Israel in 
the Museum in Tel Aviv.

unavoidable lesson from the Holocaust of the necessity 
to renew Jewish independence;  6.the legal and illegal 
immigration into Eretz-Israel of Holocaust survivors;  7. 
the contribution of Jews in Eretz-Israel to the Allied war 
effort against the Nazis, a contribution which created 
their right to belong to the nations which had established 
the United Nations; and finally 8. The November 1947 
U.N. resolution that recognized the irrevocable right of 
the Jewish nation to establish a state of its own.

II. The normative section, which claims the right of 
the Jewish nation, like that of all other nations, to its 
independent, sovereign state. This section asserts that 
this is a “natural” right, and as such as not depending on 
the willingness of other states or that of international 
organizations, although their declaratory support is 
appreciated, as well.

III. The declaratory section, which proclaims the creation 
of the State of Israel. This one-sentence section is, 
operationally, the most significant part of the declaration. 
Besides the announcement of the very fact of the coming 
into existence of the state, this section also for the first 
time named it by its name, “Israel” and/or “State of Israel” 
(both versions appear in the text). This name was at that 
time quite innovative, and even surprising, yet it was 
undoubtedly the most appropriate choice.
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IV. The institutional section. Here, after a brief mentioning 
of the exact day and hour of the beginning of independence, 
the establishment of the central organs of government is 
announced, namely the Temporary State Council, which 
became the legislature, and the Temporary Government, 
i.e. the executive. These were to be superseded by regular 
organs after the coming into effect of a constitution.

V. The constitutional clause, which promises the speedy 
adoption of a constitution. It stated that the constitution 
should come into effect not later than October 1, 1948, 
that is to say, within 3½ months from the date of the 
declaration. However, to this day, Israel has no (formal) 
constitution. Instead, most, but certainly not all, matters 
which are ordinarily included in a constitution have by now 
been enacted as so-called “basic laws,” which do not have, 
however, with minor exceptions, constitutional preference 
or judicial review power. Great efforts have been made 
over the years to bring to an end the final adoption of a full 
constitution, but so far these efforts have been unsuccessful, 
primarily because of serious disagreements over matters of 
human rights and legal equality, individual and collective.

VI. The section of principles, which are earmarked to 
become the guidelines for the public norms in the newly 
created state. From an educational and normative point-of-
view this section may well be seen as the most important 
part of the declaration. Actually it is quite brief, yet it is 
most comprehensive and conveys all that needs saying in 
well-chosen keywords, each one of which stands for  wide-
ranging situations and behaviors. Thus this section foresees 
and promises that Israel will be based on liberty, justice 
and peace in accordance with the visions of its prophets 

of old;  shall practice 
full social and political 
equality of rights for all 
its citizens regardless of 
religion, race and gender; 
and promises freedom 
of religion, conscience, 
language, education and 
culture. Furthermore, 
the state will be open for 
Jewish immigrants from 
all corners of the globe, 
will actively be engaged 
in the development of the 
country for the benefit of 

all, will protect the Holy Places of all religions and shall be 
loyal to the principles of the U.N. Charter. Likewise, Israel 
will be ready to cooperate with organs and representatives 
of the United Nations in the implementation of the 
November 29, 1947, U.N. resolution and the creation of 
an economic union in the whole of Palestine (as envisaged 
in that resolution).

Two observations are warranted here: it should be clear 
that these visions and promises are based both on Jewish 
as well as universal values, of which equality and freedom 
are the most prominent, and that besides far-reaching 
attention to individual rights, provisions are made to 
institute and safeguard collective rights in matters such as 
religion, culture and education. It should be obvious that 
in this regard the authors of this declaration had primarily 
the Israeli Arab population in mind.

VII. The appeals section, containing calls for peace and 
collaboration to the Israeli Arabs, Israel ’s neighboring 
states, the Jewish people abroad and the UN.  These 
calls are directed to one domestic factor and a number 
of foreign ones. The domestic factor is the Israeli Arabs, 
and the appeal to them makes it quite clear that Israel is 
a Jewish state with a sizable Arab minority, and the call 
for peace and participation in the building of the state is 
tied to the provision of full and equal citizenship, which 
means first and foremost proportional representation in 
state institutions. Calls for peace and good neighborly 
relations are addressed to all neighboring states and their 
inhabitants, and include Israel’s readiness to contribute its 
share to the development of the Middle East. One should 
be aware that these calls for peace and collaboration were 
made at the time when the invasion of the Arab armies 
into Israel started, with the express intention on their 
part to prevent Israel’s coming into existence, and after 
six months of Arab-initiated intense violence against the 
Jewish community in then Palestine. A further call was 
directed to the UN, to accept Israel as a member-state; 
this was acted upon only a year later.  Finally all Jewish 
communities in the Diaspora were called upon to support 
Israel by way of immigration and nation-building in its 
effort to achieve the age-old goal of national redemption.

VIII. The invocative clause with its appeal to the “Rock of 
Israel.” The last part of the declaration, the signatures, is 
opened by this clause, which had been its most controversial 
one. Most of the religious signatories were dissatisfied by 

above: Official 
Gazette publishing the 
Proclamation of the State 
of Israel on May 14, 1948.

below: New immigrants, 
survivors of the 
European Nazi camps 
after their arrival at the 
Atlit Reception camp.
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the term “Rock” as synonym for God, while others would 
have preferred not to have any reference to him, by whatever 
term.  At the end, a compromise prevailed, with the text 
staying as stated.  Perhaps it should be mentioned that after 
the signing the ultra-orthodox signatories declared their 
dissatisfaction with the declaration’s spirit and letter.

Sixty years later, there is no gainsaying that by and large 
Israel has been faithful to a considerable extent to the 
lofty ideals expressed in its declaration of independence. 
Indeed, much has been done to put them into practice. 
One rather formal and yet quite significant proof of this 
is contained in an early ruling of Israel’s Supreme Court, 
which stated, inter alia, that although the declaration is 
not a constitutional law, inasmuch as it “expresses the 
nation’s vision and its beliefs, it is our obligation to heed 
the principles declared therein when we are to interpret 
and give meaning to the laws of the land.”

One crucial term, which for unaccountable reasons does 
not appear in the text of the declaration, is “democracy” 
or “democratic”, perhaps because it seemed so obvious to 
its drafters to be superfluous. Whatever the reason, this 
obvious omission was rectified years later when the phrase 
“the values of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state” were 
used in the opening paragraphs of two basic laws, one of 
which is entitled “Man’s honor and his liberty” and the 
other “freedom of occupation.”

Altogether, in view of the dismal record in these matters 
in not a few states around the world during all these years, 
not to speak of almost all the countries in Israel’s closer or 
wider vicinity (the latter presenting, in the eyes of most 
Israelis, no acceptable comparison, anyway) and taking 
into account some of Israel’s domestic difficulties, as well 
as its rather precarious geopolitical location – which make 
its recourse to measures which nowadays are subsumed 
under the name of defensive democracy unavoidable -- this 
state of affairs seems to be a not inconsiderable feat.

Notwithstanding all these considerations and concurrently 
with the admiration expressed  by numerous observers in 
view of the above, criticisms, some more severe than others, 
have been expressed about all kinds of developments that 
in the eyes of these critics have not been partially or fully 
in accordance with the text and/or spirit of the declaration. 
Here we mention briefly only a few of these, as factual  
presentation, without any attribution of blame or accusation: 

Israel’s quite remarkable economic development with its 
consequential considerable average rise of the living standard 
has also given rise to the ever-growing income differentiation 
between rich and poor, bigger than in most other developed 
countries; although by and large the processes of absorption 
of the very substantial waves of immigrants have been a 
considerable success from most points of view, one would 
have expected more widespread satisfactory achievements 
by some of these  groups; the Arab population of Israel, in 
spite of the impressive progress it can show for many years, 
has still to be considered as being discriminated against in 
more than one way, which is not an uncommon feature in 
many bi- and multi-ethnic or multi-cultural democracies;  
women’s equality, although guaranteed by one of Israel’s 
first laws, is annulled in matters of marriage, divorce and 
some other family affairs by the same law; and  freedom 
of religion, which nowadays is commonly comprehended 
as including freedom from religion, is indeed largely 
implemented but not without considerable exceptions.

The democratic character of the state demands not only 
meticulous observation of legal and other dimensions of 
equality and all kinds of freedom, as promised in the Israeli 
Declaration of Independence, but also of their mutual 
dependence. There is little likelihood to achieve freedom 
without considerable equality, as well as the obverse. Yet 
hardly any modern state around the world fully fulfills these 
demands of what one can call the ideal type of democracy, 
and Israel presents no exception to this observation. But it 
can certainly be considered to be one of the better ones. ◆

above: The Jubilee Chimes 
performance at Givat 
Ram, Jerusalem, in honor 
of the 50th Independence 
Day of the State of Israel.
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